The roles of ICTS in disabled persons' social networks in China. by LIN JIN
  
 
THE ROLES OF ICTS IN DISABLED PERSONS' SOCIAL 




















THE ROLES OF ICTS IN DISABLED PERSONS' SOCIAL 










DR. SUN SUN LIM 
 
 
A THESIS SUBMITTED FOR 
 THE DEGREE OF MASTER OF ARTS 
 
COMMUNICATIONS AND NEW MEDIA PROGRAMME 
NATIONAL UNIVERSITY OF SINGAPORE 
2010 




This thesis represents my own works and I have duly acknowledged in the footnotes and 
bibliography the sources and information which I have consulted for the purposes of this 














I would like to express my sincere thanks to my supervisor, Dr. Sun Sun Lim, for her 
patient guidance, invaluable feedback and tremendous help at every stage of my research. It is 
her encouragement that greatly inspired me to take such a challenging topic for my master 
thesis. Along the way, her rich knowledge, critical comments and valuable suggestions helped 
me to successfully tackle all difficulties and keep the research moving forward. What 
impressed me most was her strong sense of responsibility, scrupulous attention to details as 
well as her dedication to excellence. What I have learnt from Dr. Lim is not only helpful for 
my academic study, but also will have very positive influence on other parts of my life. 
I also would like to express my gratitude to all the participants in my research for their 
invaluable time and honest opinion. Their sincerity, resilience and optimism always spur me 
to do a great job. Meanwhile, I am deeply appreciative of the generous support of the local 
disabled persons' organizations and my personal contacts for recommending many potential 
participants. In addition, a special thanks is given to the Graduate Research Support Scheme, 
Faculty of Arts and Social Sciences, National University of Singapore (NUS) for providing 
partial funding for the fieldwork. Without the support of any of them mentioned above, it is 
impossible for me to complete this research  
Moreover, I have received many invaluable suggestions from professors, lecturers and 
colleagues in Communications and New Media programme in the process of my research. I 
really appreciate their selfless help and intelligent input. It is such an open and supportive 
   iii 
 
culture that has made my two years in this programme very fulfilled and enjoyable! In the 
meantime, I would like to thank National University of Singapore (NUS) for providing such 
fantastic facilities, e.g., library resources and various workshops, for my research. It is really 
an exiting and unforgettable experience to study in NUS. 
Last but not least, my deep gratitude goes out to my family. Their endless trust, 
understanding and support always encourage me to keep moving forward and pursuing higher 
goals. 
   iv 
 
  
Table of Contents 
Contents 
Declaration ................................................................................................................................. i 
Acknowledgements ................................................................................................................... ii 
Table of Contents ...................................................................................................................... iv 
Summary .................................................................................................................................. vi 
List of Tables ........................................................................................................................... vii 
List of Pictures ........................................................................................................................ viii 
CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION .............................................................................................. 1 
1.1 Introduction .................................................................................................................. 1 
1.2 China‟s Disabled Community ...................................................................................... 2 
1.3 ICT Adoption in China ................................................................................................. 3 
1.4 ICT Adoption by the Disabled in China ....................................................................... 3 
1.5 Research Focus ............................................................................................................ 4 
1.6 Structure of Thesis ....................................................................................................... 4 
CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW ................................................................................... 6 
2.1 ICT Adoption ............................................................................................................... 6 
2.1.1 Reasons for ICT Adoption ................................................................................. 6 
2.1.2 Barriers to ICT Adoption ................................................................................... 7 
2.2 The Use of ICTs ........................................................................................................... 8 
2.2.1 The Use of the Internet ...................................................................................... 8 
2.2.2 The Use of Mobile Phones ................................................................................ 9 
2.3 The Use of ICTs for Social Networking .................................................................... 10 
2.3.1 A Framework to Understand Communication Media ....................................... 11 
2.3.2 Features of the New Communication Medium - the Internet .......................... 12 
2.3.3 The Use of the Internet for Networking .......................................................... 12 
2.3.4 Evolution of Media and the New Landscape .................................................. 13 
2.4 The Impact of ICTs on Social Networks .................................................................... 14 
2.4.1 The Impacts of the Internet on the Social Networks of the General Population
 .................................................................................................................................. 15 
2.4.2 The Impacts of the Internet on the Social Networks of Disabled Persons ...... 22 
2.4.3 Critique of the Existing Literature on Social Networks .................................. 24 
CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY ........................................................................................... 28 
CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION I: ICT ADOPTION AND USAGE .............. 36 
4.1 ICT Adoption ............................................................................................................. 36 
4.1.1 ICT Adoption Trends ....................................................................................... 36 
4.1.2 The Substitutive Effects among ICTs .............................................................. 37 
4.1.3 Motivations for Computer Adoption ............................................................... 40 
   v 
 
4.1.4 Motivations for Mobile Phone Adoption ......................................................... 43 
4.1.5 Reasons for Non-adoption ............................................................................... 47 
4.2 ICT Usage .................................................................................................................. 50 
4.2.1 Use of Computers ............................................................................................ 50 
4.2.2 Use of Mobile Phones ..................................................................................... 60 
CHAPTER 5: FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION II: USE OF ICTS FOR SOCIAL 
NETWORKING AND THE IMPACTS .................................................................................. 63 
5.1 Use of ICTs for Social Networking............................................................................ 63 
5.1.1 The Use of the Internet for Social Networking ............................................... 63 
5.1.2 The Use of Mobile Phones for Social Networking ......................................... 68 
5.1.3 The Different Experience of Using Different Media for Social Networking .. 70 
5.2 The Impacts of ICTs on Social Networks of the Disabled ......................................... 73 
5.2.1 Challenges Faced by Disabled Persons in Social Networking ........................ 73 
5.2.2 Impacts on Existing Social Networks ............................................................. 77 
5.2.3 Impacts on Online Social Networks ................................................................ 82 
CHAPTER 6: CONCLUSION ................................................................................................ 96 
6.1 Final Overview .......................................................................................................... 96 
6.2 Contributions to Theoretical Framework and Existing Literature ............................. 97 
6.3 Limitations ............................................................................................................... 101 
BIBLIOGRAPHY ................................................................................................................. 103 
APPENDIX ............................................................................................................................ 113 
 




A growing body of research shows that information and communication technologies (ICTs) 
such as the Internet and mobile phones enable people to overcome distance and their bodily 
limitations to widen their range of experiences. This benefit is even more significant for 
disabled persons with mobility difficulties, whose actions are more circumscribed by physical 
limitations. However, scant attention has been paid to the physically disabled and the existing 
studies on the impacts of ICTs on social networks of the general population present 
controversial findings. Based on the results of ethnographic interviews with and observations 
of 24 disabled persons with mobility difficulties in China, this study tried to explore their ICT 
adoption and daily use, focusing on how they used different media to interact with other 
people and the impacts of the medium usage on their social networks. The findings show that 
the participants used different ICTs according to their living conditions and perceived needs. 
Computers and mobile phones played an important role in the participants' lives and they 
were used to perform a wide range of activities, amongst which socializing with other people 
was one of the most popular and frequently undertaken activities. Through various platforms 
offered by computers (e.g., IM and SNS) and mobile phones (e.g., phone calls and SMS), the 
participants had different feelings towards interactions with other people and their social 
networks have been influenced. Despite certain activities, e.g., gaming, the use of computers 
and mobile phones seemed to strengthen the participants' existing social relationships. 
Moreover, the participants' social networks may be further expanded both in number and 
geographical scope through the Internet. It is worth noting that the disabled participants were 
not necessarily inclined to make friends with other disabled persons through the Internet and 
the majority of their online friends were in fact nondisabled persons. Although online 
friendships were unlikely to bring about any substantial changes in the participants' real lives, 
they valued online friendships as a way to vent their innermost feelings and to escape from 
unhappiness in the real world. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 
1.1 Introduction 
The promise of information and communication technologies (ICTs) to disabled 
persons has been envisioned by many scholars and is well documented in existing literature 
(Bradley & Poppen, 2003; Dobransky & Hargittai, 2006; Mann, Belchior, Tomita, & Kemp, 
2005; Moser, 2006; Seymour & Lupton, 2004). For many years, due to a range of barriers, 
either due to physical limitations such as restricted mobility, pain and fatigue, inaccessible 
and inhospitable environments, and discrimination, disabled persons have been effectively 
excluded from participating in social interactions. However, with the development and 
advancement of ICTs, space and time are reconstructed and physical presence is no longer 
indispensible. Thus, ICTs may help disabled persons to overcome some barriers and expand 
their physical and social domains (Gergen, 2000), enabling them to manage the bodily 
impairments and time cost to maintain satisfactory social interactions in a comfortable and 
safe environment (Seymour & Lupton, 2004). Moreover, as argued by social presence theory 
(Short, Williams, & Christie, 1976; Spears & Lea, 1992), participation in social interactions 
through ICTs may create a more equal interaction environment, because social and visual cues 
are reduced or concealed in the interactions. Therefore, disabled persons may be treated more 
fairly in ICT-mediated communication and be judged on their merits such as communication 
skills and expressive ability, rather than by their impairments (Bowker & Tuffin, 2002). 
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1.2 China’s Disabled Community 
The disabled community is a significant component of society in China. According to The 
2nd National Sampling Survey on Disabled Persons (2007), the total number of disabled 
persons in China was 82.96 million, accounting for 6.34% of the whole population. Moreover, 
17.80% of all households have at least 1 disabled person at home and 12.43% have more than 
2 disabled persons. Therefore, disability is not only an individual problem which has an 
impact on disabled persons themselves, but is also a societal problem which influences tens of 
thousands of households with disabled family members.  To address this societal problem, 
the Chinese government has issued more than 50 regulations or laws from civil rights to 
education, from rehabilitation to employment, aiming to uplift disabled persons‟ quality of life 
and relieve the burden for them and their families
1
. In the area of education, governments give 
disabled persons financial support and even waive school fees for disabled children; with 
regard to employment, self-employed disabled persons can enjoy waiver of or preference in 
administrative fee and tax
2
, while companies, in which the rate of disabled employees reaches 
a certain percentage, can also enjoy tax deductions
3
. However, in reality, disabled persons are 
still facing many disadvantages due to their limited physical capacities. For example, 
commuting between home and school or the workplace needs extra effort from disabled 
persons with mobility difficulties, while disabled persons with hearing or speaking difficulties 
face the barrier of communication in schools and workplace. According to the national survey, 
more than 40% of disabled persons above 15 years of age are illiterate and the school 
enrolment rate for disabled school-age children is just above 60% compared with the national 
enrolment rate 99.4%
4
. Meanwhile, six out of ten disabled persons were found unemployed in 
this survey and the income per head of the households with disabled persons is lower than 
half of the national average level. Therefore, such disadvantages in physical capacity, 
education level and income have greatly stigmatised disabled persons, so that disabled 
persons were labelled as "Can Fei Ren" in Chinese till 1990's, literally "incomplete and 
useless persons". Nowadays, although this offensive label is no longer used and disabled 
                                                             
1
 See http://www.cdpf.org.cn/zcfg/node_5095.htm 
2
 See http://www.cdpf.org.cn/zcfg/content/2007-11/29/content_30233592_4.htm 
3
 See http://www.cdpf.org.cn/zcfg/content/2001-11/06/content_50532.htm 
4
 See http://www.moe.edu.cn/publicfiles/business/htmlfiles/moe/s4959/201012/113471.html 
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persons are called "Can Ji Ren" instead, which means "incomplete and diseased persons", the 
social stigma and negative image of disabled persons are still pervasive in China. 
1.3 ICT Adoption in China 
The development of ICTs in China has witnessed rapid growth at an annual rate of 
above 26.6% for the past 16 years (Cui, 2010). The number of Internet users in China has 
reached 404 million by 1
st
 May 2010, with 346 million broadband Internet users and 233 
mobile Internet users (Cui, 2010), while the adoption of mobile phones is more widespread, 
with 710 million mobile phone users by the end of August 2009 (Wang & Zha, 2010). 
Improved infrastructure and low subscription rates have contributed to the high ICT adoption 
in China. With regard to ICT infrastructure, all cities in China, 99.1% of towns and 92% of 
villages now have Internet access and the 3G mobile phone network covers almost the entire 
country (Cui, 2010). Regarding the cost, a brand-new computer with basic functions can be 
purchased at around 1,500 RMB (USD$217) with a 20 RMB (USD$2.9) monthly Internet 
subscription fee, while the price of a brand-new mobile phone is around 200 RMB (USD$29) 
with a monthly fee of 10 RMB (USD$1.4)
5
.  
1.4 ICT Adoption by the Disabled in China  
To the best of my knowledge, hitherto, no study has systematically investigated ICT 
adoption by disabled persons in China. However, various news reports have revealed that 
ICTs are used by China's disabled persons to do a lot of things such as creating job 
                                                             
5
 According to the latest statistics (China statistical yearbook 2009, 2009), per capita annual disposable income of 
urban households in China in 2008 is 15,781 RMB (USD$2,288.3), while per capita net income of rural residents 
in 2008 is 4761 RMB (USD$690.4). 




, forming romantic relationships
7
 and supporting one another
8
. Moreover, it is 
found that there are many websites and online groups which especially serve disabled 
persons
9
 and some of them have large user groups. For example, one website, 
www.biyiai.com, a dating platform especially for disabled persons, now has 22,748 members 
and 3,490 VIP members; when searching "Can Ji Ren" ("disabled persons" in Chinese) in QQ, 
a popular instant messaging platform in China, the result showed 1696 relevant online groups 
with the most popular group numbering 500 members. 
1.5 Research Focus  
In light of the current circumstances surrounding the disabled in China, as well as the 
state of telecommunication provisions in the country, this thesis aims to explore how the 
disabled in China are using ICTs in their daily lives and the impact of such use on their 
communication, living habits and social networking. It will address these questions through 
interviews with 24 disabled persons in Yibin City in Sichuan Province.   
1.6 Structure of Thesis  
Chapter 2 will review academic literature on ICT adoption, ICT use and gratifications, 
and its impact on social networking especially for the disabled. It will conclude with the 
research questions that my thesis will address. Chapter 3 will explain my research 
methodology. Chapter 4 will discuss the findings, with a focus on their ICT adoption patterns 
                                                             
6
 See http://tech.sina.com.cn/i/2009-05-12/16483085408.shtml 
7
 See http://www.isc.org.cn/ShowArticle.php?id=8530 
8
 See http://xiyou.cntv.cn/video/d9424f8c-fa87-11de-be82-001e0bbb2454 
9
 See, http://tieba.baidu.com/f?kw=%B2%D0%BC%B2%C8%CB&fr=ala0, http://www.2000888.com/, 
http://www.jobcdp.com/ and http://www.biyiai.com/.  
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and usage habits. Chapter 5 will cover specifically the ways in which the disabled are using 
ICTs to grow, maintain and sustain their social networks. 
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 
Although many scholars believe that ICTs may benefit disabled persons in various 
aspects, few empirical studies have sought to specifically investigate disabled persons' ICT 
adoption, ICT usage and the impacts of ICTs on disabled persons. Therefore, in this chapter, I 
will review extant literature on the use of ICTs by the general population, particularly 
focusing on the impacts on social networks, in the hope that reviewing literature about the 
general population will shed some light on the understudied field of disabled persons and help 
me to understand the big picture of ICT use and its impacts.  
2.1 ICT Adoption 
2.1.1 Reasons for ICT Adoption 
According to Bakardjieva (2006), the reasons for adopting computers for the general 
population include (a) to work or study more effectively, (b) to keep oneself well-informed 
with the trend and development of society (c) curiosity and (d) being given computers by 
family members or friends. Bakardjieva (2006) also investigated the reasons for 
domesticating the Internet. It is shown that people adopt the Internet because of (a) 
organization pressure, (b) curiosity about the virtual world and (c) personal needs, e.g., the 
need to be connected with other people or acute personal problems.  
With regard to mobile phone adoption, Ling and Yttri‟s (2002) research suggests three 
aspects that need to be considered, namely security, coordination and accessibility. They 
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further point out that these aspects may have different degrees of importance to different user 
groups. For example, "security" is more likely to be the primary reason for elderly people to 
adopt mobile phones and "coordination" is more important for working parents, given the 
“micro-coordination” feature of their activities; for teenagers, "accessibility" is more 
important because their use patterns are characterised by “hyper-coordination”, which 
combines security, instrumental use and expressive use. Similarly, Campbell‟s (2008) study 
also reveals that the most common reasons for adopting mobile phones are (a) safety and 
security, (b) maintenance of contact with friends and family and (c) general convenience. 
Overall, it appears that “the potential to communicate is an all-encompassing influence on 
mobile phone adoption” (Campbell, 2008, p. 161), regardless of age groups and the features 
of activities. 
2.1.2 Barriers to ICT Adoption 
Besides reasons for ICT adoption, barriers which prevent people from using ICTs are 
also worth noting. Many studies show that cost is the major barrier to the adoption of both the 
Internet and mobile phones, followed by related skills or education (Bakardjieva, 2003; Katz, 
2008; Mann, et al., 2005; Robbins & Turner, 2002). When examining the Internet alone, age 
is another barrier to its adoption (Bakardjieva, 2003; Dobransky & Hargittai, 2006; Grimaldi 
& Goette, 1999). However, it should be highlighted that the bodily impairment itself is 
seldom listed as an obstacle to Internet access (Dobransky & Hargittai, 2006; Mann, et al., 
2005). Regarding mobile phones, besides cost and skills, bodily limitations, the absence of 
infrastructure, and other personal, cultural or religious beliefs are also barriers to adoption 
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(Katz, 2008; Robbins & Turner, 2002). 
As mentioned in Chapter 1, disabled persons usually suffer from serious problems 
such as poverty and lack of education due to their bodily impairments. Therefore, these 
disadvantages, as barriers to ICT adoption, may prevent disabled persons from accessing ICTs 
and make them face a severe digital divide. Take Internet access for example. Dobransky and 
Hargittai (2006) found that when controlling for socioeconomic status, disabled persons were 
less likely to access the Internet as compared to nondisabled persons. “Even among those with 
higher socioeconomic status, having a disability constitutes a barrier to using the Internet” 
(Dobransky & Hargittai, 2006, p. 327).  
Despite the gap between disabled persons and nondisabled persons, the digital divide 
also exists within the disabled community. It is revealed that disabled persons who adopted 
the Internet were more likely to live in cities and have much higher levels of educational 
attainment (Guo, Bricout, & Huang, 2005). In terms of mobile phones, the situation is more 
optimistic, especially with the rapid growth of mobile phone adoption in developing countries. 
However, although the gap seems to be shrinking, the digital divide still remains in mobile 
phone adoption and a considerable amount of work still needs to be done (Donner, 2008; 
Srivastava, 2008). 
2.2 The Use of ICTs 
2.2.1 The Use of the Internet 
As with the general population which mainly uses the Internet for information seeking, 
social networking, banking, shopping, gaming, etc, disabled persons also utilize the Internet 
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for these purposes (Bakardjieva, 2003; Guo, et al., 2005; Mann, et al., 2005; Seymour, 2005) 
with information seeking and social networking being the most heavily utilized (Mann, et al., 
2005). Besides the use patterns shared with the general population, disabled persons also have 
their own unique Internet use patterns. For example, although both disabled persons and the 
nondisabled use the Internet for information seeking, disabled people are more likely to 
search for information on government services and health (Bradley & Poppen, 2003; Burnett, 
2006; Dobransky & Hargittai, 2006). Moreover, with regard to social networking, the Internet 
is regarded by disabled persons as an invaluable platform for both maintaining existing 
friendships and developing new ones (Seymour & Lupton, 2004). They regularly visit 
disability-related websites and support groups to make friends, talk to those who understand 
them, share information, and draw support, compassion and affirmation which they seldom 
get from their offline existence (Bakardjieva, 2003; Ritchie & Blanck, 2003; Seymour & 
Lupton, 2004). Furthermore, through the Internet, disabled persons can receive services from 
medical professionals even when they are at home. Thus, such online services can not only 
save money, time and effort, but also increase disabled persons‟ self-esteem and sense of 
well-being (Magnusson, Hanson, & Borg, 2004).  
2.2.2 The Use of Mobile Phones 
Mobile phones are prevalent nowadays and are well incorporated into our daily lives. 
People carry their mobile phones most of the time and this little device has become the most 
intimate object of their personal sphere, like keys, wallets and money (Srivastava, 2005). 
Although mobile phones have influenced a great deal of the world population given its 
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ubiquity and they are “so commonplace that only its absence becomes noteworthy” (Katz, 
2006, p. 115), they have been proportionately less studied than other ICTs. The limited 
research on mobile phone usage has revealed two major categories of mobile phone activities, 
namely micro-coordination and hyper-coordination (Ling and Yttri, 2002). The core of 
micro-coordination is instrumental coordination, such as setting up appointments with one‟s 
acquaintances. The conversation is usually short, straightforward and about “when”, “where” 
and “who”. The phenomenon of hyper-coordination in turn, first arose from the mobile phone 
use of teenagers. Besides instrumental coordination, hyper-coordination includes the 
expressive use of mobile phones for emotional and social communication, and 
self-presentation for building up the self-image by deciding what type of mobile phones to 
carry, how to carry it and how to use it.  
As a marginalized group, disabled persons‟ use of mobile phones has received even 
much less attention from scholars. The limited literature about disabled persons‟ mobile 
phone use mainly focuses on the deaf (Goggin & Newell, 2003; Karras & Cheong, 2008; Katz, 
2006; Power, Power, & Rehling, 2007) and other disabilities related to language barriers, e.g. 
autism (Hideo & Enomoto, 2006). For these people, mobile phones provide them an 
alternative to communicate with others via textual communications, such as Teletype (TTY) 
and Short Messaging Service (SMS).  
2.3 The Use of ICTs for Social Networking 
As discussed above, one major reason for using ICTs is for social networking and 
people actively use ICTs such as the Internet and mobile phones to socialize with others in 
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their daily lives. Although some scholars (e.g., Kayany & Yelsma, 2000) worry about the 
displacement effects of ICTs, existing studies show that ICTs serve to “complement rather 
than substitute for print media and offline socialization” (DiMaggio, Hargittai, Neuman, & 
Robinson, 2001, p. 316). Actually, different communication media have different advantages 
and disadvantages and people choose media by matching these features of different media 
with their own needs. Usually, when a certain medium is chosen, although it can help people 
to do something more effectively and efficiently, its features also conversely limit what 
people can do and how to do it (Bakardjieva, 2006; Leaning, 2002). In practice, human beings 
actually have a dynamic bidirectional relationship with technologies – “we use technology to 
perform tasks but we are in turn structured by the use of the technology” (Leaning, 2002, p. 
20). Therefore, to understand the role of ICTs in social networks, it is necessary to examine 
the features of different media, what media people choose for networking, why they choose 
such media, as well as the different experiences which they derive from using ICTs and other 
media for social networking. 
2.3.1 A Framework to Understand Communication Media 
One way of appreciating the features of communication media is to examine the 
capacity of information delivery. According to information richness theory (Daft & Lengel, 
1984), the capacity to process rich information varies from medium to medium. This theory 
suggests that, (a) immediate feedback, (b) the number of cues and channels utilized, (c) 
personalization, and (d) language variety are the criteria to judge the richness differences in 
communication media. Face-to-face communication is the richest medium, followed by a 
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telephone call, while numeric documents have the lowest richness. Media of low richness are 
less effective for solving equivocal issues, but are good at processing “well understood 
messages and standard data” (Daft & Lengel, 1986).  
2.3.2 Features of the New Communication Medium - the Internet 
Suggested by McKenna and Bargh (2000), the four critical features which distinguish 
the Internet from other communication media are (a) the relative anonymity, (b) the liberation 
from physical propinquity, (c) reduced visual cues and (d) asynchronous interaction. 
According to information richness theory, these features of the Internet have actually created a 
lean medium, because of its delayed feedback, reduced cues and limited channels.  
2.3.3 The Use of the Internet for Networking 
Based on information richness theory, the Internet is considered a lean medium. 
Therefore, it may be more suitable for task oriented activities, but ineffective for developing 
interpersonal relationships (Hu, Wood, Smith, & Westbrook, 2004). Besides information 
richness theory, other theories, such as social presence theory (Short, Williams, & Christie, 
1976; Spears & Lea, 1992) and social context cues theory (Kiesler, Siegel, & McGuire, 1984; 
Sproull & Kiesler, 1991) also imply that Internet communication is inadequate for the 
development of friendships because it reduces or filters out visual, social and contextual cues 
which are important in traditional interpersonal interactions (Hu, et al., 2004; Xie, 2008). 
Such arguments about the limitations of the Internet in the development of intimate 
relationships are supported by some empirical studies. One participant in Carroll et al.‟s (2006) 
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study regarded email, which displaced a lot of his face-to-face interactions, as less personal 
and less valuable. In another study (Boneva, Quinn, Kraut, Kiesler, & Shklovski, 2006), 
teenagers felt that their online conversations were less “enjoyable” than face-to-face and 
phone conversations, although the frequency of using instant messaging (IM) to talk with 
friends was similar to that of personal visits and using phones (p. 215). Thus, Spears, Postmes, 
Lea and Wolber (2002) argue that “face-to-face interaction is more truly, richly „social‟ than 
interaction in cyberspaces” (p. 93). 
Although the lean features of the Internet have imposed some limitations on 
interpersonal communication, these features may be good at dealing with certain interactions. 
For example, it may be easier to discuss embarrassing topics which are usually related to 
sexuality or intimacy in the virtual world than in real life (Turkle, 2008). Research shows that 
teenagers use the Internet bulletin boards to seek answers for personal health questions, of 
which the largest proportion concerned sexual health (Greenfield, Gross, Subrahmanyam, 
Suzuki, & Tynes, 2006). Kang‟s (2008) interviews also suggests that Internet communication 
may be a good way to solve disputes within romantic relationships by expressing unhappy 
feelings online rather than through face-to-face communication. 
2.3.4 Evolution of Media and the New Landscape 
With the evolution of technology, the Internet is no longer a text-based communication 
medium. Many new Internet applications such as voice chat, video chat and social network 
sites, have incorporated the features of other communication media into the Internet, and 
increased the bandwidth and cues of Internet communication. Similarly, now mobile phones 
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also are able to support more new forms of interactions, rather than just making a call. The 
short message system and the recent 3G applications have already influenced the daily 
interactions among people. Therefore, the emergence of these new forms has blurred the 
boundaries among different communication media, and made distinctions between various 
forms of interactions within a single medium less distinct, e.g., the different applications of 
the Internet. Nowadays, people have more choices not only with regard to which 
communication medium they will use, but also which types of applications within a medium 
they will use. Xie‟s (2008) study reveals that older Chinese Internet users deployed different 
applications such as voice chat room, online forum and instant messaging in their daily life 
for different activities and purposes. Therefore, when considering the use of ICTs for 
networking, it is meaningful to examine why people choose certain media rather than others 
and what their experience is by using different media for social networking. It will offer us a 
clearer and more accurate landscape of interpersonal interactions in the information age and 
help us to better understand the impacts of ICTs on social networks.  
2.4 The Impact of ICTs on Social Networks 
Since the invention of the telegraph, each new electronic communication technology 
has triggered an ongoing debate about the impacts which these new technologies may exert 
on various aspects of human society such as community involvement and social interactions 
(Bargh & McKenna, 2004; Katz, Rice, & Aspden, 2001). Among these technologies, the 
Internet is the newest but most controversial one, since it has not only merged almost all the 
features of its precedents for the first time, but also provided more exciting functions in a 
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single medium. Due to the special position of the Internet in the history of telecommunication 
technologies as well as the fact that literature about the impacts of other ICTs such as mobile 
phones on social networks is limited, in the following sections, I will focus on the Internet to 
review the impacts ICTs have had on people's social networks. I will start by examining the 
impacts of the Internet on the general population, and then review the impacts of the Internet 
on disabled persons.  
2.4.1 The Impacts of the Internet on the Social Networks of the General Population 
An increasing body of research has examined the impacts of the Internet on social 
networks but yielded different, and sometimes, even opposite conclusions (DiMaggio, et al., 
2001; Y.-a. Kang, 2008; Nie, 2001).  
Some studies show that the Internet is an invaluable platform to nurture new 
relationships and expand social networks. In a survey conducted by Katz and Aspden (1997), 
14% of Internet users studied (82 out of 601) reported that they had made friends through the 
Internet. More significantly, 60% of these people further reported that they had met one or 
more of their online friends in real life. Thus, the authors suggest that the Internet is 
“emerging as a medium for cultivating friendships which, in majority of cases, lead to 
meetings in the real world” (p. 86). Similarly, Pew project‟s report (Lenhart, Rainie, & Lewis, 
2001) suggests that among teenagers, nearly one third of the participants stated that the 
Internet helped them to form new friendships with strangers. These two studies support 
Kang‟s (2000) argument that cyberspace has provided a place which has already disappeared 
in the real world for people to chat with strangers easily and “the fundamental point of many 
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cyber-realms, such as chat rooms, is to make new acquaintances” (p. 1161). Besides 
expanding people's social networks in the virtual world, other studies reveal that the Internet 
also can cultivate new relationships in the real community. In Netville, the suburban 
neighbourhood outside Toronto, it is reported that wired residents not only better maintained 
contact with their friends and relatives beyond the neighbourhood than non-wired residents 
(Hampton & Wellman, 2001), but also established 3 times as many new relationships within 
the local community and had more social interactions with their neighbours than the 
non-wired counterpart (Hampton & Wellman, 2000). Overall, as Spitzberg‟s (2006) review 
shows, “the net effect of the Internet and CMC technologies is, for the majority of users, to 
expand and enhance relationship networks, specific relational bonds, and, in many cases, the 
quality of relational interaction” (p. 635).  
Such an effect of the Internet to expand people's social networks may be explained in 
the following two aspects – space and identity. In the sense of spaces, Wellman (1998) argues 
that the widespread communication networks allow social interactions to overcome the 
physical barriers and to be conducted in an easier way. Such a change in social interactions, 
which is “decoupling community and geographic propinquity” (DiMaggio, et al., 2001, p. 
316), has freed people from specific physical locations and started transforming the 
place-based society to “individualized person-to-person and specialized role-to-role” society 
(Wellman, 2001, p. 231). Therefore, the Internet has in fact created a virtual community 
(Rheingold, 2000), where more people can gather together more easily to make friends with 
each other based on their shared interests, values or mindsets rather than traditional 
geographical locations (Wellman, 2001). This feature of the virtual community is highly 
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significant for people with minority interest or lifestyles and other marginalized groups 
(DiMaggio, et al., 2001), because in virtual communities, they could enjoy companionship 
and counsel which are seldom available in their geographically restricted off-line groups. 
Thus, to some extent, the Internet has expanded the range of people‟s activities and may 
construct a “embodiment relationship” (Ihde, 1990) between people and technologies, in 
which the technology is regarded as an extension of people‟s perceptual and actional bodily 
self to overcome the restrictions of spaces.  
Regarding identity, due to the textual nature of online communication, especially at 
the early stage, interactions are conducted in a cue-reduced form or an anonymous manner. 
Therefore, individuals would choose to block or declare certain details about themselves as 
they see fit in virtual communities (Leaning, 2002). Steiner‟s (1993) cartoon in The New 
Yorker, “On the Internet, nobody knows you‟re a dog”, is a good example to exaggeratedly 
illustrate how identity could be blurred in the virtual world. As the cues about identity are 
reduced and some cues are no longer visible on the Internet, this new medium actually also 
provides more opportunities to work on identity. Turkle‟s (2008) study on Second Life 
suggests that this platform allows users to “put aside an imperfect physical self and reinvent 
yourself as a wonder of virtual fitness”, so “the plain may represent themselves as 
glamorous…the crippled can walk without crutches” in the virtual world (p. 125). Therefore, 
the virtual world on the Internet has afforded people more freedom to take control of the 
representations of their identities and some scholars argue that the Internet may thereby help 
to achieve an equalizing communication relationship as well as liberate people from 
restrictive or even stigmatized identities (McKenna & Bargh, 1998; Spears, et al., 2002). For 
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example, on the Internet, racial cues could be eliminated and the interactions among different 
groups of people may be more egalitarian (Greenfield, et al., 2006). 
However, although the ability of the Internet to overcome distance barriers and 
manage online identity sounds very exciting, there are more challenges to be overcome to 
realize its benefit in online interactions. On the one hand, even though the Internet may 
overcome barriers in physical space, the social barriers may not be automatically removed. 
Actually, many virtual communities offer users functions to prohibit other people from 
accessing certain information or even visiting their groups (Y.-a. Kang, 2008). This practice 
effectively excludes non-members and strengthens in-group ties. Therefore, Calhoun (1998) 
argues that what the Internet enforces is “categorical” identities based on the same enclave 
and interest, rather than a network with “dense and multiplex webs of interpersonal 
relationships” (p. 385). Moreover, people may be further fragmented, and the in-group ties 
and “categorical” identities may be further enforced due to the increasingly individualized 
content of electronic technologies and their target marketing strategies (Putnam, 2000), so that 
the boundaries between different groups may be reinforced rather than removed. More 
adversely, the group-based and dispersed structure on the Internet may lead people with 
similar “categorical” identities to gather together more easily, reinforcing their beliefs and 
rejecting other opinions, and resulting finally in polarization (Shedletsky & Aitken, 2004). 
Recent studies on social network sites (SNS, e.g. Facebook and MySpace) observed that users 
used these sites to segregate themselves according to different identities such as nationality, 
age and educational level (boyd & Ellison, 2008; Hargittai, 2008).  
On the other hand, although the cues for identities are reduced in computer-mediated 
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communication, they are not completely eliminated in the interactions. Identity markers such 
as gender, class and ethnicity, can still be expressed and recognized in “text-based language” 
(Spears, et al., 2002). A study on teenagers‟ interactions in chat rooms suggests that the 
disclosure of age, sex and location served as an opener for online conversations. In the 
cue-reduced environment, the text-based code “a/s/l”, in which “a” referred to age, “s” 
referred to sex and “l” referred to location, was adopted by teenagers to find out their 
partners‟ identities (Greenfield, et al., 2006). Thus, “although ICTs can sometimes make cues 
to power or status disappear, such cues are often simple and powerful enough to get through” 
(Spears, et al., 2002, p. 103). Identity still matters in social interactions in the virtual world 
and it is still the indispensible part of the online conversation. Furthermore, although it is 
possible on the Internet that one person can declare himself or herself to be anyone, 
unfortunately, research on teenagers‟ Internet use observed that only 40% of the participants 
had pretended to be someone else online and when they took on different identities, they 
usually interacted with friends rather than with strangers (Gross, Juvonen, & Gable, 2002).  
Therefore, the ability of the Internet to help people to expand their social networks has 
been questioned and scholars like Nie, Hillygus and Erbring (2002) even further criticize that 
the Internet may decrease social networks. Part of the criticism of the Internet comes from the 
negative social impacts of its precedent – television. In Putnam‟s (2000) analysis on the 
impacts of television on American community participation and civic engagement, one 
argument is that television is the only leisure activity that competes with other leisure 
activities for scarce time, driving people from social activities outside the house to “home 
anchored activities”. Thus, it is reasonable to predict that if television, a linear medium, is 
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able to displace so many social activities, then the Internet, which has not only incorporated 
the major features of television, but also has more interactive functions, may substitute for 
even more (DiMaggio, et al., 2001). Nie‟s (2001) review of the reports from SIQSS (2000) 
and NKK (2000) supports the competing argument, showing that there was a negative 
correlation between the number of hours of Internet use and the number of hours of social 
activities. It suggests that “time spent on the Internet is, in part, replacing time previously 
spent with family and friends” (Nie, 2001, p. 423), due to the inelasticity of time. Nie, 
Hillygus and Erbring‟s (2002) empirical time diary study also revealed that “the more time 
spent on the Internet, the less time spent with friends, family, and colleagues….the more time 
spent alone” (pp. 238-239). Such a decline in social interactions may negatively influence 
social networks and social capital. Social capital is formed through continuous social 
interactions and it is based on social networks and the norms of reciprocity (Putnam, 2000). 
Putnam, Leonardi and Nanetti‟s study (1993) on Italian society reveals that some regions of 
Italy with vibrant social networks and civil engagement are more likely to have high 
efficiency and economic achievements, because social capital formed through these social 
networks and engagement will make the civil society work based on not only laws and 
regulations, but also mutual trust among people. If people spend more time on the Internet but 
less time on social interactions, the norm of reciprocity is more likely to be violated since in a 
society with less interaction, the chance of getting benefits from other people if I do 
something good for them is also less. Therefore, with the decline in social activities and 
interactions, both social networks and social capital would be negatively influenced. Besides 
the competing relationship with other leisure activities, television is also criticized for 
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creating “a false sense of companionship, making people feel intimate, informed, clever, busy, 
and important…feel engaged with our community without the effort of actually being 
engaged” (Putnam, 2000, p. 242). The interactions in the virtual world may also create such a 
false sense of companionship and it may lead to serious problems, such as loneliness and 
emotional difficulties. Kraut et al.‟s (1998) study in Pittsburgh suggested that increasing 
Internet use was associated with subsequent declines in family communication, the size of 
both the local and distant social circle, but subsequent increases in loneliness, stress and 
depression. Therefore, rather than expand the social network and increase social capital, the 
Internet may cause people to be isolated from each other, indulging in the virtual world and 
losing social connection (Wellman & Gulia, 1998). 
With the development of the Internet and the growth of user experience, other scholars 
realize that Internet use may neither increase nor decrease face-to-face interactions or other 
forms of mediated-interactions among people (Haythornthwaite, 2001; Haythornthwaite & 
Wellman, 2002). The impacts of the Internet may be just to maintain the existing ties in our 
social interactions (Koku, Nazer, & Wellman, 2001). They further predict that when the 
Internet is widely used and routinely accepted by the society, it will become a reasonable way 
to maintain the existing ties between people, just like what telephone and letter-writing did in 
the past (Flanagin & Metzger, 2001; Wellman & Gulia, 1998). A series of empirical studies on 
different types of online interactions support the maintaining-function argument. Kang‟s 
(2008) research on a Korean virtual community reveals that although the lines between online 
and offline communities were blurred, the main function of the virtual community was to 
maintain the existing relationships. Two studies on teenagers‟ instant messaging (IM) use 
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indicates that instant messaging was mainly used for interacting with offline friends, and even 
just local friends (Boneva, et al., 2006; Greenfield, et al., 2006). A similar conclusion is 
reached in studies on SNS, showing that the primary practice of SNS was to communicate 
with people who were already in their extended social networks (Beer, 2008; boyd & Ellison, 
2008). Shklovski, Kiesler and Kraut‟s (2006) meta-analysis of 16 previous studies also shows 
that Internet use just slightly increased the social interactions in close relationships, and if an 
outlier study was removed for substantive and statistical reasons, the effect was close to zero.  
2.4.2 The Impacts of the Internet on the Social Networks of Disabled Persons 
2.4.2.1 An Understudied Population 
Barton (1996) argues that disability is always excluded from sociological work. This 
is also the truth in the realm of social networks. Although extensive literature arises to discuss 
issues about social networks, very few have paid special attention to the impacts of ICTs on 
the social network of disabled persons, even though, for many years, ICTs have been regarded 
as a promising tool to reintegrate disabled persons into society, decreasing the sense of 
isolation (Bradley & Poppen, 2003) and leading to greater independence (Grimaldi & Goette, 
1999).  
2.4.2.2 The Impacts of the Internet on Disabled Persons’ Social Networks 
Based on the limited literature, just as the debate shown above, contrary findings 
about the impacts of the Internet on disabled persons‟ social networks are also presented even 
in the same study.  
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In a study conducted by Guo et al. (2005) to investigate the digital divide amongst the 
disabled community in China, Internet use was reported to have improved the frequency and 
quality of social interactions and “greatly expanded disabled persons‟ social interactions in 
their geographical scope” (p. 59). Participants in this study generally reported that they had 
even developed intimate online friendships. However, disabled persons also questioned the 
ability of online interactions to lead to real-world gains in social interactions. One respondent 
stated that “the online world seems not so much different from the real world…Everything 
remains the same” (p. 63). 
Similarly, the contrary findings were also witnessed in Seymour and Lupton‟s (2004) 
study. It shows that participants in this study were enthusiastic about online communication 
and disabled persons could establish intimate relationships through Internet communication 
(e.g., finding a future life partner). However, the study also reveals that the persons whom 
disabled persons usually talked to on the Internet were those who understood themselves and 
disabled persons also often visited disability-related sites. Thus, the authors argued: “Rather 
than opening up the interactional worlds of people with disability to strangers, the online 
communication in this study are modelled on conventional connections….The 
communication focus remains problem-centred, while geographically expanded, the world of 
disability is reinforced and strengthened.” (p. 301). Furthermore, the authors further argued 
that when the world of disability was reinforced and strengthened by the Internet, it may 
further isolate disabled persons from the public domain. The liberating effects of newer 
communication technologies on disabled panel can therefore not be simply taken as an 
unequivocal given.  
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2.4.3 Critique of the Existing Literature on Social Networks 
While the debate about the impacts of the Internet use on social networks continues, 
criticisms on existing studies impel further investigations of the contrary findings.  
One criticism comes from the ignorance of the diversity of the Internet services 
(Bakardjieva, 2006; Hamburger & Ben-Artzi, 2000). Scholars suggest that the variable 
“Internet use” may involve many subtype activities and it is these activities that determine the 
impacts of Internet use. Zhao‟s (2006) study shows that while people used the Internet for 
solitary activities such as web surfing and information seeking, they did not necessarily have 
more social ties than nonusers of the Internet. However, people who used the Internet for 
interpersonal contact such as email or chat, were more likely to have more social ties than 
those solitary users and nonusers. Similarly, Carroll et al. (2006) suggests that the extensive 
use of the Internet for information seeking rather than other social activities may make users 
less sociable. When social activities are examined in isolation, studies reveal that different 
Internet services were used for different social activities and had different impacts. For 
example, Greenfield et al.‟s (2006) research reports that when teenagers were gaming, they 
mainly interacted with people they met online, while when they used instant messaging, they 
often talked with their offline peers.  
Another criticism of existing studies is that demographic factors such as education, 
gender, age and work status, have not been controlled, so that it may be these factors rather 
than Internet use that influence social networks (Nie, et al., 2002). Boneva and Kraut‟s (2002) 
study suggests that women were more keen to use the Internet, especially email, to 
communicate with families and friends to maintain and even expand their social networks. A 
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national survey (Howard, Rainie, & Jones, 2001) also reveals the gender differences in email 
use – when other demographic factors were equal, women had sent or read more emails than 
men. It is interpreted that “the Internet seems particularly unlikely to corrode the social capital 
of women, more of whom than men employ the medium as a complement to other channels of 
social interaction” (DiMaggio, et al., 2001, p. 317). Regarding age, it was reported that 
although adults often employed the Internet to sustain distant personal relationships, 
teenagers‟ instant messaging use was mainly to maintain the contact with local friends 
(Boneva, et al., 2006). 
Use experience may also mediate the impacts of the Internet. Howard, Rainie and 
Jones (2001) argue that use experience, which is measured by Internet use history and the 
frequency of using the Internet is “the most useful predictor of the activities that users enjoy 
online” (p. 403). Nie, Hillygus and Erbring (2002) also criticize that some studies ignore the 
amount of Internet use, stating that the comparisons between just users and non-users without 
more detailed time measurements may conceal or dilute the effects of Internet use.  
With regard to the previous studies on disabled persons, although they have shed light 
on the impacts of ICTs on disabled persons‟ social networks, they also have some limitations 
which need to be improved on in future studies. Firstly, all studies involved various types of 
disabilities but none of them compared the impacts on social networks of people with 
different disabilities. Due to different function losses, different types of disabilities may have 
different features and these features may mediate the impacts of ICTs on their social networks. 
Thus, involving different types of disabilities but making no comparisons may confuse the 
impacts of ICTs. Secondly, existing studies suggest that ICTs have been used by disabled 
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persons for social contact and the use of ICTs has improved the size and quality of their social 
networks. However, how disabled persons choose different communication media, e.g., the 
Internet and face-to-face communication, and how their experiences differ depending on their 
chosen media for social networking have not been understood. The roles of different ICT 
applications and different communication channels in disabled persons‟ social networks need 
to be further investigated. Thirdly, although some studies note that ICT use by disabled 
communities may potentially lead disabled persons to merely interact with one another and 
not with others, thus „reinforcing‟ to some extent their disability, these studies did not clarify 
whether the disabled persons whom they studied were interacting with other disabled persons 
or with non-disabled persons. Based on existing literature therefore, the nature of disabled 
persons‟ online friendships is still unclear.  
Taking into the account the findings of extant research and its limitations and current 
lacunae in the field, my study focused on how people with physical disabilities used ICTs in 
their daily lives and the impacts of the use on their social networks. In this study, “people with 
physical disabilities” refers to those who have mobility problems and are unable to walk 
independently without external help from other people or from assistive devices such as 
wheelchairs, crutches and artificial limbs, or although they are able to walk by themselves, 
they are unable to walk steadily.  
To examine the role of ICTs in the social networks of people with physical disabilities, 
this study sought to address the following research questions: 
1a. Which ICTs are adopted by disabled persons?  
1b. What activities do disabled persons use ICTs to perform?  
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2a. Which ICT applications are chosen by disabled persons for social networking and 
why? 
2b. What are disabled persons‟ experiences of using different ICT applications for 
social networking, compared with other communication channels, e.g., face-to-face 
communication? 
 
3a. Do ICTs expand, decrease or maintain disabled persons‟ social networks? 
3b. Who do disabled persons interact with by using ICTs, disabled persons or 
nondisabled persons?  
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY 
Since I was not familiar with disabled persons and the use of ICTs by disabled persons 
has not been extensively explored in China, this study opted to use a qualitative approach, 
with ethnographic interviews and observations as the chosen methods. Ethnographic 
interviews are discovery-oriented and aim to explore and understand a group of people from 
their own perspectives. It usually takes place in the real life world of the interviewees and 
starts with a general topic and an open question and afterwards the rest of the conversation 
within this topic is directed by the responses from the interviewees (Robinson-Stuart, G. & 
Nocon, H., 1996). One example of ethnographic interview questions used in the study is 
“Could you recall what happened yesterday from morning till night and tell me the things you 
did with ICTs”. However, to keep the open conversation within the topic of interest, 
interviews in this study were also semi-structured. The questions covered issues such as 
adoption challenges, usage patterns, contacts with other people through the use of ICTs, 
perceptions of ICTs, and issues concerning their disabilities. Observations in this study 
focused on the participants‟ disabilities, their living space, the number and types of ICTs in 
their lives, the locations of ICTs in their residences and their usage of ICTs. 
The fieldwork was conducted in Yibin City, Sichuan Province, P. R. China, from June 
to July 2009 and December 2009 to January 2010, after institutional review had been 
conducted and approval granted. This city was chosen as the fieldwork site because it was in 
fact my hometown, and therefore I could more easily recruit disabled persons as participants 
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through my personal contacts there. Moreover, although there was no reliable resource for the 
number of Internet or mobile phone users, it could be easily observed that ICTs were 
commonplace in Yibin given their affordability. For example, as mentioned earlier, a 
brand-new computer with basic functions can be purchased at around 1,500 RMB (USD$217) 
with a 20 RMB (USD$2.9) Internet subscription fee per month, while the price of a 
brand-new mobile phone is around 200 RMB (USD$29) with a monthly expense of 10 RMB 
(USD$1.4). According to Yibin Daily (Ye, 2010), in 2009, the yearly disposable income per 
capita for urban residents of Yibin City was 13,404 RMB (USD$2,089) and the yearly net 
income per capita for farmers was 5,000 RMB (USD$730).  
Two methods were used for recruiting the participants. One was through the local 
disabled persons‟ organizations. Invitation letters were sent to local disabled persons‟ 
organizations to explain the purpose of the study and seek their assistance to recruit 
participants. These organizations only offered lists of potential participants to me, but did not 
directly contact these potential participants due to the concern that disabled persons may feel 
compelled to participate in the study if they were contacted by these organizations. Therefore, 
I personally called these potential participants, explained how I got their contact numbers and 
the purpose of this study, and invited them to participate in it. The other method was snowball 
sampling through the authors‟ personal contacts as well as via participants who had already 
been recruited. The following were the recruitment criteria: 
1) Participants had to be individuals who were physically disabled and who had 
mobility difficulties, for example, the inability to walk independently without external help 
from other people or assistive devices such as wheelchairs, crutches and artificial limbs, or 
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the inability to walk steadily;  
2) Participants had to be Internet and mobile phone users. Their Internet access did not 
have to be home-based but could be at work places, Internet cafés or some other locations. 
The exclusion criteria were: 
1) Participants should not have other disabilities, such as visual, hearing or cognitive 
disabilities;  
2) Participants should not be suffering from clinical depression, or other professionally 
diagnosed psychological and mental problems. 
People with physical disabilities were chosen as participants because (1) compared to 
other disabled persons such as blind and cognitively disabled persons, they had fewer 
difficulties in using ICTs; (2) one promise of ICTs was that they could aid in overcoming 
physical barriers and this promise may be more important for people with physical 
disabilities.  
Eventually, 24 participants, 16 males and 8 females, aged 18 to 49, participated in the 
research and completed the interviews and observations. The interviews and observations 
were conducted in the participants‟ current residences or teahouses according to their 
preferences. Each session lasted from 1.5 to 2.5 hours, with 1 to 2 hours for the interviews 
and around half an hour for the observations. The interviews were personally conducted by 
me and audio-recorded. Verbatim Chinese transcripts were prepared, with only the material 
used in this paper translated into English. Important and interesting findings were highlighted 
in the transcripts and the responses representing a common theme were grouped together. 
With regard to the observations, photos and notes about the participants‟ residences and ICTs 
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were taken to derive a better understanding of the ICT use in their daily lives. Moreover, 
whenever the opportunity presented itself, I accompanied the participants to dine out, meet 
with friends or visit their workplaces. However, it is worth noting that since some interviews 
were conducted at teahouses rather than at the participants' residences, the observations of 
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CHAPTER 4: FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION I: ICT ADOPTION AND USAGE 
4.1 ICT Adoption 
4.1.1 ICT Adoption Trends 
The ICTs used by disabled persons varied across the sample. The findings suggest that 
the number of ICTs and the more often used features of ICTs were linked to the living 
conditions of the participants. For example, most participants who lived in factory or school 
dormitories only had mobile phones and MP3 or MP4 players, which were small and portable. 
For other participants who lived in rented accommodation, besides mobile phones and MP3 
or MP4 players, they were also likely to have either computers with Internet access
10
 or 
television or both. Moreover, if the participants lived at home with family members, a 
television set was usually a must, although it did not necessarily indicate that the whole 
family would watch television together. Besides television sets, participants who lived with 
their families were also likely to have some or all of the following ICTs, including radios, 
fixed-line telephones, mobile phones, television sets, VCD or DVD players, home theatres, 
MP3 or MP4 players, digital cameras and computers, depending on various factors, notably, 
their economic conditions and perceived needs.  
It should be noted that the recruitment criteria for this study may influence the results 
of ICT adoption, since one criterion was that the participants should be mobile phone and 
Internet users, which meant that they had to have experience using mobile phones or the 
Internet. Therefore, the adoption results reported above cannot be taken to be representative 
                                                             
10
 Since all the computers used by the participants in the study had Internet connections, if there is not any 
special annotation, “computer” in this thesis means “computer with Internet access”. 
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of ICT adoption trends across the disabled community of Yibin City, but serve to offer 
background information to help us better understand the context of disabled persons‟ ICT use.  
Although the recruitment process cannot guarantee an accurate landscape of ICT 
adoption, what can be concluded is that the participants believed that computers and mobile 
phones had played the most important role in their daily life. On the one hand, the results 
show that computers and mobile phones were two of the most widely adopted ICTs in this 
study. In terms of computers, 14 out of the total 24 participants had computers in their current 
residences when they participated in the research. For the rest who did not have computers, 
some of them also actively used computers in their daily life in cybercafés, working places, 
friends‟ or relatives‟ houses, etc. Regarding mobile phones, 23 participants had mobile phones 
and some even had more than one mobile phone for different purposes. On the other hand, the 
participants valued computers and mobile phones, considering them as the objects which they 
were most reluctant to abandon. Most of the participants (5 out of 7) who were mobile phone 
users but did not have computers, thought mobile phones were the most important ICT in 
their lives. Participants with both mobile phones and computers regarded computers as most 
valuable and therefore the most indispensable.  
4.1.2 The Substitutive Effects among ICTs 
As shown above, among the various ICT adoptions, computers and mobile phones 
played an important role in the participants‟ daily lives and ICT use. The importance of 
computers and mobile phones can be seen more clearly in the substitutive effects among 
different ICTs.  
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The most obvious was the substitution of computers for televisions or other 
television-based ICTs, such as VCD, DVD and family theatres. Before having computers, 
most participants had spent a considerable portion of their leisure time on television and some 
participants even considered themselves “TV junkies”. However, once they had computers, 
these “TV junkies” seldom watched television and consequently, the television played a much 
less important role in their lives. Instead, they spent most of their spare time in front of the 
computer screen and only turned to television when the computer was not available:  
 
(What did you do in your spare time when you did not have the computer at home?) 
Had no choice but turn on the television to kill time…. (When do you watch 
television now?) When my daughter wants to use the computer, then I use the 
television to kill time.  
--- Wu Hong, female, 41 years old, user of crutches, housewife 
 
As some participants noticed, watching television is a passive behaviour. This feature 
may make television less attractive than computers but it may make television more suitable 
to be consumed in certain contexts, e.g., when the participants feel tired. 
 
(Do you have a certain time slot for watching television?) 3am to 4am in the morning. 
Because I usually play on the computer till that time [during school holidays] and 
sometimes I feel bored, so I watch television before I go to sleep…. (Why don‟t you 
go to sleep right away but continue to watch television?) I'm not ready to fall asleep 
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yet but my eyes are tired and watching television is less harmful to my eyes. 
--- Li Jinhao, male, 18 years old, artificial limb user, student 
 
(When do you watch television?) In the evening. After 10pm when I go to bed, then I 
can turn on the television. (Before that, will you turn it on?) No. (Sounds like it 
accompanies you to sleep?) Haha, it is for lulling me to sleep.  
---Xu Yingying, female, 33 years old, wheelchair user, self-employed tutor for pupils 
 
Another substitutive effect happens between mobile phones and fixed-line telephones. 
With the wide spread of mobile phones, some participants did not have fixed-lines in their 
current residences, especially if the residences were their new houses or rented houses. Even 
for those participants with fixed-line telephones, they preferred to use mobile phones because 
it did not require them to go to a certain place and they could just pick it up and call.  
 
Usually I use my mobile phone….It is more convenient. I don‟t bother to walk into 
the room to make a call [The fixed-line telephone was installed in the bedroom]. 
--- Yao Lin, male, 32 years old, artificial limb user, worker 
 
However, for some participants, fixed-line telephones still served as a trusty backup 
for mobile phones. The participants would use fixed-line telephones when they felt that the 
charge would be much less, or when the remaining credit on their mobile phones was low, or 
if they wanted to reach family members at home who did not have mobile phones.  
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The above results show that although ICT adoption varied across the participants, 
computers and mobile phones, these two relatively new ICTs with a fast penetration in recent 
years, played a significant role in the participants‟ daily lives and even changed some 
participants‟ ICT use behaviours. In following sections, the reasons for adopting computers 
and mobile phones will be examined to help us understand disabled persons‟ motivations for 
using these ICTs. 
4.1.3 Motivations for Computer Adoption 
Computers were used by the participants in their daily lives for different purposes. In a 
general sense, some participants adopted computers out of curiosity or the influence of social 
trends. Curiosity appeared to be the primary motivation for computer adoption at the initial 
stages. Most participants said that their first impression of computers was “novel” or 
“magical”, and they wanted to understand how this device could do such things, e.g., 
inputting Chinese characters and chatting with people. As for social trends, some participants 
revealed that they had heard that computer literacy was an essential skill in the future and 
they had also noticed that there were an increasing number of people around them acquiring 
computer-related knowledge and skills. Therefore, the participants felt that it was necessary 
for them to learn and use computers to make themselves more employable. 
Clearly, some participants became computer users because of the perceived benefits of 
certain computer functions. As Bakardjieva (2006) observes, increasing work and study 
efficiency is one of the driving forces for adopting computers. This driving force was clearly 
reflected in this study. For example, He Fang said that her family adopted the computer 
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because her husband, a secondary school teacher, needed to use the computer to prepare slides 
for his classes. Another participant, Liu Changchun, a 35-year-old medical practitioner, felt 
that using the computer could help him to better manage the profiles of his clients.  
Besides participants who were professionals, students in my research also felt that 
computers were beneficial to them. On the one hand, some participants adopted computers 
when they were still at school, because their majors were relevant to computers or because 
they needed computers to complete general assignments. On the other hand, some participants 
who had children suggested that although there was not an urgent need for them to have 
computers, if their children needed one for their studies, they would definitely buy a 
computer.  
Furthermore, the adoption of computers was also driven by the desire for generating 
more income. Yu Rongguang, a 26-year-old manager in a local company, said his motivation 
for learning about computers was to earn money by speculating in stocks, after watching a 
movie in which people could become very rich by just staying at home and investing in stocks 
through computers! Another participant‟s experience was more realistic. Chen Qiang started 
to acquire computer skills after visiting a cybercafé in his hometown. He thought it was a 
promising business and wanted to run his own cybercafé. Now, he has a cybercafé in his 
hometown and it has brought significant profits to him.  
Last but not least, the entertainment functions of computers - games in particular, were 
very attractive and they were one of the main reasons to adopt computers, especially amongst 
the younger participants. The results show that besides the computer lessons at schools, for 
Sun Yiping and Li Jinhao, who were 27 and 18 years old respectively, their first experience of 
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actively using computers was to play computer games in cybercafés. Finally, they bought 
their own computers so that they could play games more conveniently.  
Besides the above reasons, there was another common practice of adopting computers. 
The findings show some participants were actually given computers by other people, e.g., 
relatives or disabled persons‟ organizations. These computers were usually second-hand ones 
and they were given to the participants by people who had acquired new computers. For these 
participants, their motivations for adopting computers were similar to the reasons mentioned 
above. These second-hand computers were well-appreciated by the participants who, while 
interested in computers, had not taken the initiative to adopt the computer because they 
simply could not afford them. 
It is worth noting that in this study, I did not make a clear distinction between the 
adoption of computers and the adoption of the Internet, because there is an interdependent 
relationship between computers and the Internet. Without the Internet, the functions of 
computers are limited, while without the computers, the Internet loses the most common 
platform on which it can be used. Therefore, the participants seldom separated one from the 
other but considered them as a whole in their daily lives. However, some participants did have 
different feelings towards computers with Internet connections and those without. For these 
users, computers without Internet connections looked like just some “furnishings” which were 
of no practical use, while computers with Internet connections were regarded as being much 
more attractive and useful since the contents and functions were almost unlimited. These 
different feelings were more obvious in the participants‟ response towards the situation when 
their computers failed to connect to the Internet. 
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(How do you feel when you cannot connect to the Internet?) That is terrible! I feel it 
is boring to stay at home and then I would want to go out. (What do you think of a 
computer without an Internet connection?) I feel it is useless. (So you think the 
computer is meaningless if it lacks an Internet connection?) Yes. It is just a kind of 
household furnishing.  
--- Wu Hong, female, 41 years old, user of crutches, housewife 
 
(How do you feel when you cannot connect to the Internet?) Haha, I will keep calling 
them [the service providers] desperately. It is unimaginable that the computer cannot 
work. I usually feel like I must fix it immediately, either personally, or by asking the 
service providers. It should be fixed within one day. Otherwise, I cannot fall asleep at 
night….[Without the Internet connection] the computer is not very useful. (But you 
can also learn some software there, right?) Yes, but I feel it is not good at all if it 
cannot connect to the Internet.  
---Xu Yingying, female, 33 years old, wheelchair user, self-employed tutor for pupils 
 
Clearly, these participants had become so accustomed to having the Internet in their 
lives that the disruption of Internet connectivity translated into feelings of frustration.  
4.1.4 Motivations for Mobile Phone Adoption 
As compared to the reasons for adopting computers, the participants adopted mobile 
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phones primarily to keep in contact with other people with greater convenience. Most 
participants described their first experience of using mobile phones as “fast and convenient”, 
and feeling that you could find a person immediately. Although other ICTs, e.g., fixed-land 
telephones and computers, can also facilitate contact among people, the unique “mobile” 
nature and the possibility of keeping in touch anytime anywhere make mobile phones more 
attractive. As Campbell (2008) concludes, it is “the potential to communicate” that influences 
mobile phone adoption. Hence, the mobile phone enables the participants to coordinate 
activities without the condition of physical presence, thus saving them much time and effort. 
Moreover, by carrying the mobile phone, coordination can be conducted not only over great 
distances, but also while on the move, thus liberating people from restricted locations and 
making coordination possible at any time and any place. While such a benefit of mobile 
phones is not unique to disabled persons, it is especially salient for the participants in this 
study considering their mobility difficulties. 
Behind the motivation for keeping in contact with other people as existing studies 
suggest (e.g. Ling & Yttri, 2002; Campbell, 2008), the participants shared specific reasons for 
why disabled people in particular find the mobile phone useful for contacting others. These 
reasons include coordination, maintenance of relationships and sense of security. The findings 
show that the ability to coordinate activities was the primary reason for adopting mobile 
phones. For example, Wang Mincong, a 49-year-old wheelchair user, had not adopted the 
mobile phone until she was hospitalized for half a year. The mobile phone was given to her by 
her brother so that they could more conveniently coordinate the daily activities in hospital, 
e.g., delivering food and bringing changes of clothes. Moreover, the coordination function of 
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mobile phones is more especially critical when people are on the move. When asked the 
reason for adopting mobile phones, one participant‟s initial enthusiasm for mobile phones was 
still palpable: 
 
I would often travel out of town for my business…[Without a mobile phone] it was 
very inconvenient, especially when you took a long distance coach. For example, if 
you passed by Xunchang [the name of a place in the middle of the trip] and you 
thought of asking some relatives to bring you something, then you would think “Ah! 
If I had a mobile phone, it would be so convenient!” Because the coach will not wait 
for you, you really need to contact your relatives before you arrive. So I often tried to 
borrow other people‟s mobile phones, but sometimes, other people were not willing to 
lend it to you. It was very inconvenient! Then I thought I needed to buy a mobile 
phone. 
--- Chen Qiang, male, 36 years old, user of crutches, cybercafé owner 
 
Besides coordination, mobile phones were also adopted by the participants as a tool to 
maintain relationships and reinforce their sense of belonging. This motivation is especially 
obvious in teenagers‟ mobile phone adoption. In this study, 4 participants had adopted mobile 
phones when they were still students. They bought mobile phones because they wanted to 
more conveniently keep in contact with classmates. Moreover, the maintenance of 
relationships is also important for family bonds, especially for family members who are apart 
from one another. The findings show that some participants did not buy mobile phones 
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themselves, but got mobile phones from other family members who lived in other cities for 
more convenient contact. The following is a special case which can show how adopting 
mobile phones can make contact more convenient among family members:  
 
My sister worked in another city. At that time, we had no telephone at home. If she 
wanted to call us, she had to call the fixed-land telephones in our family friends' 
houses and then we were asked to go and receive the call. Sometimes it was very 
inconvenient to go to other people‟s houses to receive the call…. So last time when 
she came back, she gave us a mobile phone. She said that it would be more 
convenient….Now, you carry the mobile phone with you and you can pick it 
immediately when she calls. 
--- Liu Lei, male, 23 years old, user of crutches, unemployed 
 
Although not explicitly mentioned by the participants in this study, it would appear 
that a sense of security accompanies the convenience that mobile phones accord their users. 
Existing studies (e.g. Ling & Yttri, 2002; Campbell, 2008) note that a sense of security is 
one of the main reasons for mobile phone adoption, especially for the elderly. Since the 
oldest participant in this study was only 49 years old, the sense of security did not emerge as 
a key motivation for adoption, but may be noted as an implicit benefit which some 
participants enjoyed. .  
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4.1.5 Reasons for Non-adoption 
Although the recruitment criteria required that the participants had to be current or 
previous computer and mobile phone users, the findings show that not every participant had 
their own computers and mobile phones during the time of the interviews. 10 out of 24 
participants did not have computers in their current residences, while the situation for mobile 
phones are much better, with only one participant not possessing a mobile phone at the time 
of the study.  
There are two common reasons for the non-adoption of both computers and mobile 
phones. Firstly, as existing studies show, cost is the biggest barrier to adoption, especially in 
the case of computers. Some participants did want to acquire their own computers, but their 
current economic conditions did not allow them to do so. Therefore, they hoped that either 
the price of computers would drop or that their incomes would rise so that they could afford 
one. The cost of purchasing a computer was just one issue. The cost of accessing the Internet 
was another. It was revealed that some participants did not go to cybercafés as long as they 
could find other places to access the Internet, such as friends‟ or relatives‟ houses. The foul 
environment and negative perceptions of cybercafés were some concerns, but they also 
considered the cost to go to cybercafés, although the rate was only around 1.5 RMB 
(USD$0.22) per hour. Cost is also the barrier to the adoption of mobile phones, especially at 
the early stages. Among the participants, the earliest adopters of mobile phones had started 
using a “brick phone” as early as 1992, costing more than 10,000 RMB (USD$1,500) for the 
cumbersome device and 3,000 RMB (USD$440) for the subscription fee. Back then, the 
high cost made mobile phones available only to an exclusive group of people and the mobile 
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phone was thus considered a symbol of affluence then. Nowadays, the situation has 
improved to a large extent with much the lower prices of mobile phones. However, although 
the threshold for owning a mobile phone with basic functions and services is lower, cost is 
still a barrier to owning mobile phones with more advanced functions and services. The 
findings show that some participants used dual-cards-two-standby mobile phones
11
 or more 
advanced 3G mobile phones, while other participants still used mobile phones with black 
and white screens and basic functions.  
Secondly, the absence of a perceived need is another reason for the non-adoption of 
computers and mobile phones. Among the 10 participants who did not have computers at 
their residences, three of them did not see the need to buy a computer, although they could 
afford it. It seemed that they had to or would like to do many other things in their daily lives 
to the extent that there was no time for computers. Liu Changchun, the 35-year-old medical 
practitioner living alone with his young child, had to take care of his customers and child; 
the other two participants, Zhang Daoqin and Yang Zhi, both liked to socialize with friends 
and had their own hobbies, e.g., calligraphy and basketball. Therefore, their lives were 
occupied by other things and they saw no need to use computers. In terms of mobile phones, 
the only current non-user, Chang Xiaobin, was actually a “drop-out” who had started using 
mobile phones around 1995, but stopped using mobile phones after he had changed his 
business. Previously, he had run a fashion store and had to go to other locations to get 
supplies. However, currently, he was the owner of a massage parlor, working and living in 
the same building. He stayed in a fixed place with a fixed telephone and Internet access most 
                                                             
11
 A mobile phone which can use two SIM cards (each SIM card has a unique telephone number) simultaneously 
and therefore can make calls and receive calls from these two numbers respectively. 
   49 
 
of the time. Thus he thought the mobile phone was unnecessary and considered it a 
“meaningless consumption”. 
Besides the common reasons mentioned above, another two obstacles to computer 
adoption emerged from this study. One obstacle is the lack of network infrastructure, 
especially in the rural and remote areas. Some participants reported that since they could not 
get access to the Internet, they did not see the need to buy a computer now. According to the 
participants, the common policy of local telecommunication companies was that they could 
not build new infrastructure to offer the Internet access to an area until there was a certain 
number of users in that area. Therefore, for those participants who lived in the remote areas 
with only a few households, the lack of network infrastructure prohibited them from 
adopting computers. The other obstacle is the lack of relevant skills, especially for 
participants with low education levels. When asked whether it was easy or difficult to learn 
computers, no participant thought it was difficult except for the skill of input. The problem is 
that unlike English, there is no direct relationship between Chinese characters and the 
Roman alphabet on the keyboard. For example, if you need to input some English words, 
you can just key in the letters whereas if you need to input some Chinese characters, you 
need to use additional software to convert the letters into characters, something which some 
participants found challenging. Moreover, some participants also reported that although the 
operation system of computers was Sinicised, sometimes there would still be some English 
information jumping out and they had no idea how to deal with it. It is a special case but a 
common problem in China, especially for the elder people and other groups with low 
educational levels. To the best of my knowledge, this barrier seems to prevent a significant 
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portion of Chinese people from learning and adopting computers. 
With regard to the disabilities of the participants, the results do not show that the 
disabilities were significant obstacles to the adoption of computers. The majority of the 
participants did not feel that their disabilities had influenced their use of computers. Only one 
participant, Zhang Daoqin, who used an artificial limb and crutches in the daily life 
mentioned that he wished that both the keyboard and mouse could be conveniently controlled 
by only one hand because he needed to use his other hand to maintain his balance.  
4.2 ICT Usage 
4.2.1 Use of Computers 
4.2.1.1 General patterns of use  
The findings show that the participants used computers to perform a wide range of 
activities in their daily lives, from work to entertainment, from individual activities to group 
activities (Please refer to Table 1).  
For some participants, one of their main activities was to use computers for work or 
study, since computers were able to assist them to better complete their work. For example, 
participants in executive positions (e.g., managers and civil servants) such as Yu Rongguang, 
Liu Changchun and He Fang, often used computers to do their paper work and manage 
documents because computers could help them to more conveniently edit and save 
documents. Moreover, three participants in this study who ran their own cybercafés, Chen 
Baoping, Chen Qiang and Zhou Chuanzhi, usually used one computer in the cybercafé to 
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manage other computers, to do registrations, to charge fees, and to monitor the cybercafé. 
Zhou Chuanzhi, who had two cybercafés in different locations, even used his computer at 
home to easily and simultaneously monitor the situations there. Besides paper work and 
management, other participants such as those who needed to do photo or video editing for 
their work or students whose majors were relevant to computers often used more advanced 
computer software in their daily lives. 
Since the use of computers for work and study is somewhat mandatory, it is more 
meaningful to investigate their computer use for non-work or non-study purposes in order to 
understand how disabled persons use computers in their daily lives. Besides work or study, 
participants used computers to seek information, read the news, chat, play games, listen to 
music, watch television or movies, read fictions, purchase online, etc.  
Different participants had different use patterns and preferences according to their 
professions, interests, availability of ICTs and other factors. For example, Yang Jie, the 
owner of a start-up advertising agency and a wheelchair user, reported that she most liked to 
use computers to seek information. Losing her legs at 9 years old, Yang Jie dropped out of 
school and stayed at home until she was 18 years old, when she resumed her studies as a 
secondary school student. After graduation, she did not continue her studies but attended 
some short-term computer training programmes (1 to 2 months for each programme). She 
then worked in an advertising agency and, thereafter, set up her own business. She said she 
learnt most of her computer knowledge through the Internet, on areas such as system 
optimization, software instalment, software usage and anti-virus protection. If she did not 
understand something, she searched online or posted questions herself. She also sought 
   52 
 
video clips to learn about software such as Office and CorelDRAW. Currently, besides 
seeking information for work, she spent much time in looking for information about 
antenatal training and nutrition since she was pregnant. She believed that she could find 
anything she wanted on the Internet.  
Online chat was another popular computer activity. Some participants cited online 
chat as their favourite and these participants seemed to share some common features – they 
did not have computers in current residences and had limited exposure to computers and the 
Internet. Yu Zhuoqun, a 22-year-old athlete trained in archery and Ping-Pong, started using 
the Internet in 2003. However, since he did not have a computer at home and there were 
many barriers to go to cybercafés such as distance, cost and the study load, he only went 
online once per week. Currently, the frequency increased to twice or three times per week, 
but the duration was still limited to 1 to 2 hours per session. Losing one leg at 8 years old, 
Yu Zhuoqun said he was very introverted before but now he was more willing and 
comfortable to talk with people. Although he thought the changes in his character were due 
largely to the influence of his three classmates in high school, he admitted that part of the 
original intention to use the Internet was to make new friends and share his innermost 
thoughts with others. Among all the computer activities he enjoyed such as seeking 
information, listening to music, watching movies or television and playing games, he liked 
online chat best and also did it most frequently. However, he added that if he bought a 
computer, he would be less interested in online chat but would learn more things since there 
would not be so much to talk.  
As mentioned earlier, playing games was one of the reasons to adopt computers. The 
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findings also show that although not everyone liked playing games, it had a significant role 
in some participants' daily lives. The first experience of using computers for Wu Hong, a 
41-year-old crutch user, was playing online games under the guidance of her nephew. Never 
having attended school due to her disabilities, Wu Hong was a happy housewife and had a 
daughter. Apart from taking care of her daughter, cooking and sleeping, she spent most of 
her time on online games day and night. She said the computer had brought her great 
happiness because the games made life less boring and helped to kill time. Similarly, Li 
Jinhao, the high school student mentioned above who used an artificial limb and started 
using computers since he was around 9 years old, also liked playing computer games very 
much. However, besides playing games, he was currently interested in writing scripts and 
actively participated in forums to comment on the existing games. He said he would 
consider game design as his major in university.  
One activity that deserves a special mention is online shopping. Although it was 
neither the favourite nor most frequently performed activity of the participants, it appeared 
to mean a lot for disabled persons. In this study, at least two participants had the experience 
of online shopping. One of them, Chen Baoping, the 29-year-old owner of a cybercafé and a 
restaurant who used an artificial limb in daily life, sometimes purchased clothes through the 
Internet. He said: 
 
Online shopping is indeed more convenient. (You mean in the sense of time?) Not in 
that sense. I am not that kind of person who likes to go shopping on the street. My 
physical condition is not good. (But it is not obvious.) I use an artificial limb. It is 
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not obvious! Many people still haven't realised that I am a disabled person. I am 
concerned about my „face.‟[personal image]. Moreover, I am self-motivated. So I 
want to do my best and don‟t want to be looked down upon by other people.  
-- Chen Baoping, male, 27 years old, artificial limb user, owner of a cybercafé and a restaurant 
 
Another participant, Xu Yingying, a 33-year-old self-employed tutor for pupils, had a 
more severe disability and was an even more avid online shopper. Losing the mobility in a 
car accident after graduating from college, Xu Yingying used the wheelchair in her daily life 
and lived alone in a county town. Apart from going out to buy food and other necessities 
from the markets nearby, she stayed in her residence most of the time and got other supplies 
such as clothes, cosmetics, and even socks and shoes through the Internet. Aside from the 
prices of things being cheaper on the Internet, most importantly, it was much more 
convenient for her since the supplies ordered would be delivered directly to her residence. 
She also booked flights online and travelled long distances twice per year. Five years ago, 
she worried about her ability to travel since air tickets could only be purchased in Yibin City 
rather than in the county town. But now she could make it through the Internet and she 
hoped that long distance coach tickets could also be booked online in the future. As shown 
above, both participants appreciated the convenience brought by online shopping. Take the 
common activity – purchasing clothes for example. If they go to fashion stores, besides the 
difficulties of getting there, they would also face more problems when trying on clothes 
given their disabilities and the constrained size of some fitting rooms. In contrast, buying 
clothes online was convenient and could be performed in the comfort of their own homes. 
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4.2.1.2 The disability-related use patterns 
As discussed in the literature review, the existing studies reveal that disabled persons 
are more likely to seek information on government services and health (Bradley & Poppen, 
2003; Burnett, 2006; Dobransky & Hargittai, 2006) as well as to regularly visit 
disability-related sites and support groups to make friends (Bakardjieva, 2003; Ritchie & 
Blanck, 2003; Seymour & Lupton, 2004). Similar use patterns also emerged from this study.  
Seeking information on health was common among the participants, although not 
everyone would pay special attention to it. Some participants looked for treatments for their 
disabilities. For example, Wang Hong was a crutch user who suffered from a disease caused 
by either immune system disorder or genetic defects but with uncertain etiology. Having no 
Internet access at home, he went to cybercafés to use computers twice or three times per 
week and spent most of the time seeking information on his disease such as treatments and 
matters needing attention. Although there was no significant progress so far, he believed it 
was still useful since he could more conveniently obtain some information, e.g., contact 
numbers of some hospitals, and could consult them through telephones, thus avoiding 
unnecessary travel. Similarly, other participants also sought health-related information on 
assistive devices such as wheelchairs and artificial limbs. Xu Yingying, the self-employed 
tutor and wheelchair user mentioned earlier, said that she kept an eye out for the latest 
development in wheelchairs and wanted to know whether there were new types or functions 
of wheelchairs that could be more conveniently used. Yu Rongguang, the manager in a local 
computer company, kept himself updated on the development of artificial limbs. His 
disability was caused by a surgical accident so that he could not walk steadily now. Although 
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it was not very obvious, he would rather get one foot amputated and use an artificial limb, if 
there were artificial limbs which could make him look like a "normal" person.  
A few participants also sought information on government policies or regulations on 
disabled persons. Although these participants did not have encountered situations where they 
had to use these policies or regulations to protect themselves, they thought it was good to 
have the knowledge in advance. However, most participants reported that they received such 
information from other channels such as television, disabled persons' organizations and 
personal communication. Take Liu Changchun, the 35-year-old masseur who walked with a 
single crutch for example. His only source of Internet access was through his office 
computer and he only sought information on his work and sport. He said there were many 
customers from all walks of life everyday in their massage parlour and they were familiar 
with each other, so if there was anything he needed to know, they would inform them.  
It is worth noting that the participants had different attitudes towards visiting 
disability-related websites and support groups. Some participants did have such experiences 
and a few of them still visited these websites and groups regularly. Their original intention 
was that disabled persons may better understand each other and they may also try to help 
each other. Xu Yingying, the self-employed tutor, joined some groups and knew dozens of 
disabled persons there. She exchanged her real name, contact number and even address with 
more than ten persons and they kept in contact with each other. Although she did not like 
taking the initiative to talk with others in the groups due to her introverted nature, if 
someone raised a question, she liked to help them and share her experience. Moreover, Xu 
Yingying was also interested in travelling with disabled persons since they could interact and 
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communicate with each other. Although she never did it before due to her busy schedule, she 
regularly visited some forums or websites to check the trip information and she said she 
would like to go if she had time. However, not everyone had pleasant experiences like Xu 
Yingying. Other participants had visited some disabled persons' groups or forums before, but 
eventually left since they disliked the topics or atmosphere there. For example, Sun Yiping, 
the 27-year-old contract worker from an affluent family who lost one leg in an accident in 
2007, had searched for disabled persons' online groups and finally joined one. However, he 
only visited it several times and then left because the questions and answers in the group 
lacked relevance and some topics were boring and meaningless, e.g., what was the price of 
potatoes today. Another participant, Wei Qing, a 31-year-old female contract worker in local 
government who had a little difficulty in walking steadily, was introduced to a group but also 
left soon because participants in that group mostly talked about dates among disabled 
persons but she disliked such relationships. She thought she had to find a "normal" person as 
her spouse because she wanted to prove that she was as good as anyone else. Compared to 
these two participants, Li Jia, a 28-year-old contract community worker who was unable to 
walk steadily, had a longer experience in disabled persons' online groups. She had once 
joined a chat room for a year and had also been the coordinator of one section of the chat 
room. However, she eventually quit because some participants in the chat room, especially 
those with acquired disabilities, were not able to accept the truth of being disabled and thus 
sometimes had extreme opinions which made her uncomfortable.  
There were also many participants who never visited disability-related websites and 
support groups before. Some of them did not know how to find these websites or groups, and 
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they said if they knew, they would like to join these groups. Their rationale was similar to 
those mentioned above – they felt that disabled persons may better understand disable 
persons themselves. As one participant said: 
 
I feel disabled persons' websites can better reflect disabled persons' true feelings and 
it is easier to communicate with each other. (Do you think if you interact with 
nondisabled persons in nondisabled forums, that they would not be able to 
understand you?) Not exactly. Currently, our society has advanced and people care 
more about disabled persons as compared to many years ago. It is great progress. 
However, I always have the feeling that if you are not disabled, although you respect 
me, the way in which you look at me is always with sympathy. I don't think it can 
reach real equality. 
He Fang, female, 37 years old, cannot walk steady, civil servant 
 
However, other participants had a totally different view. They were not willing to 
visit these websites or groups even though they knew of them. There were two common 
reasons. Firstly, some participants felt if they talked to other disabled persons, they would 
feel very sad because it would make them recall their painful experience of being disabled. 
As Chen Baoping, the owner of a cybercafé and a restaurant, said: 
 
I have never looked for anything releted to disabled persons online, because…I 
am…although I pretend to be tough, I am actually very vulnerable. So I am afraid of 
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seeing these things, you know? 
-- Chen Baoping, male, 29 years old, artificial limb user, owner of a cybercafé and a restaurant 
 
Secondly, some participants avoided the identity of disabled persons and did not 
want to be connected and categorized with other disabled persons. These participants usually 
avoided being distinguished from nondisabled persons and they believed they could do as 
well as nondisabled persons. 
 
I have considered myself a "normal" person since I was young, so I know little about 
disabled persons. (When did you get hurt?) When I was 8 years old. (You never feel 
that…) I never feel that I am a disabled person…. I always believe I can do what 
other people, "normal" people, can do. So I am holding this belief till now.  
Yu Zhuoqun, 22 years old, male, crutches, archery & Ping-Pong athlete 
 
(Do you know of some websites or forums which are relevant to disabled persons?) 
No, I don't know. I wouldn't go there even if I knew of them. (Why?) What can I say 
there? I don't think there are any impacts [of his disability]. I can also play basketball 
and Ping-Pong.  
Li Jinhao, 18 years old, male, an artificial limb, high school student 
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4.2.2 Use of Mobile Phones 
4.2.2.1 Mobile phone activities 
The scope of mobile phone activities is not as wide as that of computers, but it still 
covers many types of interactions (Please refer to Table 2). Making calls and sending text 
messages were the most common mobile phone activities of the participants. The majority of 
the participants preferred to make calls as compared to text messages, because making calls 
was faster and more formal and the conversations were clearer since there was instant 
feedback. However, almost all of the participants used both phone calls and SMS in their 
daily lives for both instrumental and expressive communication, as well as to pass the time. 
Other mobile phone activities included taking photos and videos, listening to music, surfing 
the Internet and storing information (e.g., the account number for transferring money).  
As shown above, mobile phones offer diverse possibilities for activities. However, the 
usage of mobile phones was mainly dominated by the interest and need to keep in contact 
with other people. Hence, the participants often prioritised the contact function above 
everything else and would eschew using the mobile phone‟s other functions for fear of 
draining the phone‟s battery power, thus impeding their own contactability. For example, 
although their mobile phones had the MP3 function, some participants would refrain from 
using the MP3 player function on their phones but would instead choose to buy an additional 
MP3 or MP4 player.  
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4.2.2.2 Mobile phone usage habits 
Unlike computers, no disability-related mobile phone use pattern was revealed in this 
study. However, the findings suggest three notable mobile phone usage habits.  
Firstly, although some participants had fixed line phones at home, they still preferred 
to use mobile phones under equivalent conditions (e.g., equal call charges), because mobile 
phones did not require them to go to a certain place to make a call. This convenience brought 
about by mobile phones is especially significant for these participants who have more serious 
mobility issues. For example, Zhou Chuanzhi, the owner of two cybercafés who walked with 
crutches, lived in a four-storey building with no elevator, only a staircase. Although he said 
he did not install a lift because he wanted to exercise more by climbing stairs, it was 
cumbersome for him to use the fixed line phones located in particular points in the building.  
Secondly, the participants had some strategies to make sure they could be reached 
anytime and anywhere and avoid missing calls. On the one hand, the majority of the 
participants tended to keep mobile phones within reach of their bodies and had an intimate 
relationship with their mobile phones. When they were out, they carried mobile phones either 
in their pockets or handbags or hanging around their necks; when they were inside buildings, 
they put it on some surfaces which they could easily reach. On the other hand, the participants 
usually used both ring tones and phone vibrations to notify them of incoming calls. Whether a 
device had a loud enough ring tone was in fact one of the key criteria for some participants in 
their choice of mobile phones.  
Thirdly, most participants did not turn off their mobile phones even when they slept. 
Someone had to keep it on for specific purposes. For example, Chen Qiang, a cybercafé 
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owner who walked with crutches, had to open his café for customers who did shift work and 
visited the café at odd hours. Another earlier mentioned participant, Liu Lei, kept his mobile 
phone on because he knew that his sister usually finished work at 11pm or 12am and would 
perhaps call him then. However, most of the participants just kept their mobile phones on all 
the time so that they could potentially be contacted by other people.  
 
“I have never turned it off. (Why?) I don‟t know. I think maybe I got used to it. (Is it 
because that you are afraid that somebody would call you for something urgent?) I 
don‟t know. But I have never turned it off. Maybe I would call somebody in the 
middle of the night. (Why do you call others at midnight?) Very seldom. Sometimes 
when I cannot fall asleep, I will call some friends.” 
 Xu Yingying, female, 33 years old, wheelchair, self-employed tutor 
 
It is meaningful to investigate usage habits because these habits reflect the interactions 
between human beings and technologies and suggest the intimate relationship established 
between them. All these habits have been gradually cultivated in the process of interacting 
with mobile phones, but currently these habits have been so well integrated into users‟ lives 
that sometimes users “don‟t know” why they would behave in that way. However, what is 
known is that these habits reflect the participants‟ desire for “perpetual contact” - being 
contacted by other people or contacting others anytime and anywhere. 
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CHAPTER 5: FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION II: USE OF ICTS FOR SOCIAL 
NETWORKING AND THE IMPACTS 
5.1 Use of ICTs for Social Networking 
As discussed in the literature review, nowadays people have many choices of 
different communication media for social networking. The features of these media offer 
people many possibilities but also impose some constraints on their interactions. The 
findings show that the participants in this study used different media by matching their needs 
with the features of these media and had different use experience. 
5.1.1 The Use of the Internet for Social Networking 
The Internet is an important medium for social networking. Currently, the Internet is 
no longer a text-based lean medium which offers a single channel, but provides people with 
many platforms for social interaction such as instant messaging (IM), online games, social 
network sites (SNS), forums, chat rooms, emails, etc. 
Among these platforms, the participants in this study often used QQ, an instant 
messaging application supporting text-based chat, voice chat and video chat, to 
communicate with other people. Text-based chat was most frequently used by the 
participants in instant messaging. It was virtually the only acceptable way to start 
conversations with strangers on the Internet since its cue-reduced feature could protect the 
participants' identity information. Surprisingly, text-based chat was also very common 
   64 
 
among online and offline acquaintances. There are a couple of possible reasons to explain 
the dominant position of text-based chat. Firstly, cue-reduced and asynchronous text-based 
chat allows the participants to multitask. For example, some participants said that sometimes 
they had several friends online, so voice or video chat only enabled them to interact with one 
friend at a time, but if they used text-based chat, they could simultaneously communicate 
with many friends and even did other things such as playing games and watching movies. 
Secondly, using text-based chat has become a habit of the participants who use instant 
messaging. On the one hand, text-based chat was the first and only way to interact during the 
early stage of instant messaging, such that many participants had become accustomed to it. 
On the other hand, as discussed above, inputting Chinese characters was a hurdle in the 
acquisition of computer-related skills due to the lack of a direct relationship between 
Chinese characters and the Roman alphabet on the keyboard. Therefore, almost all 
participants had the experience of practising typing Chinese characters and they regarded 
text-based chat within instant messaging as a good platform to practice input speed. Thus, 
using text-based chat became a habit so that even though some participants already had 
access to voice and video chat, they still preferred to chat by typing.  
 
At the very beginning, I liked practising typing when I was free because I was not 
familiar with it and thought that if I practised more, I would type faster. After that, I 
gradually got used to this feeling and liked clicking the keyboard and typing even 
when I was talking. For example, sometimes when I chat with my friends, they 
prefer to use voice or video, so they speak to me and I respond by typing. 
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-- Chang Xiaobin, male, 33 years old, artificial limb user, the owner of a massage parlour 
 
Although text-based chat was most frequently used by the participants, some 
participants preferred to use voice or video chat if the circumstances allowed them to do so. 
They usually used voice and video chat together to communicate with acquaintances. Some 
of them also used voice or video chat with online friends, although other participants did not 
like it and felt uncomfortable. With the enhanced cues and timely feedback, the participants 
felt that it was faster and clearer to communicate through voice or video chat and the 
interactions were also more intimate. However, the increased bandwidth also introduced 
some constraints to the interactions. The first constraint comes from equipment. To use voice 
or video chat requires extra equipment such as headsets and webcams. However, not 
everyone has such equipment because they are not essential for the use of other computer 
applications. Therefore, although some participants preferred to use voice or video chat, if 
their partners did not have the necessary equipment, they had to use text-based chat. 
Secondly, voice or video chat can make conversations faster and clearer, but to prepare voice 
or video chat is more troublesome as compared to text-based chat. On the one hand, after 
obtaining the equipment, they need to connected the equipment to computers and even 
install drivers; on the other hand, to establish audio or video connections after the equipment 
is ready, people need to click a button on the instant messaging application to ask for their 
partners' permission. Although there are just a few extra steps involved, some participants 
found initiating voice or video chat much less convenient. Therefore, they reported that they 
just used text-based chat for quick information exchange, whereas if the conversation was 
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longer, then they would use voice or video chat. Moreover, voice or video chat requires a 
relatively private environment since sounds and images will attract undesirable attention. For 
example, Wei Qing, a 31-year-old contract worker in local government who could not walk 
steadily and had no computer at home, sometimes used the computer in her office to 
communicate with colleagues and friends. She usually used text-based chat since she did not 
want other people to hear the contents of their conversations. Yu Rongguang, a manager in a 
local computer company who could not walk steadily, also did not use voice or video chat in 
his office, although he intensively used text-based chat to contact his customers. He said it 
would influence colleagues around him and other people may feel that he was not working 
but chatting. In fact, headsets and webcams were forbidden in his company. In addition, 
language barriers are another problem for voice or video chat. Although the characters used 
in different parts of China are the same and Mandarin is advocated across the country, 
different places have their own dialects which have different pronunciations, and local 
people usually use dialects in their daily lives. Therefore, some participants who were not 
able to speak fluent Mandarin found it difficult to use voice or video chat with online friends 
from other cities. Wang Hong, a crutch user with a junior school diploma, encountered this 
very problem in interactions with online friends. He preferred to make friends with people 
from other cities since he could learn more about things outside his hometown. However, 
they did not speak the same dialect and he felt uncomfortable speaking in Mandarin. 
Therefore, most of the time he only used text-based chat with online friends.  
Besides instant messaging, online games were also a popular platform for social 
networking with both acquaintances and strangers. Some participants such as Sun Yiping, 
   67 
 
Chen Baoping, Li Jinhao, Chang Xiaobin and Wu Hong often communicated with other 
people when they were playing online games. During the interactions, the conversations 
were mainly related to games but the types of games they played influenced how they 
communicated with one another. For example, Sun Yiping, the 27-year-old male contract 
worked mentioned earlier who adopted the computer for playing games, liked playing First 
Person Shooter (FPS) games. Since the pace was fast and the atmosphere was tense, the 
conversations in the games were usually very short and were related to military situations or 
actions such as "Let's move" and "Cover me". In contrast, Wu Hong, the 41-year-old 
housewife, had more comprehensive conversations in online games. She liked playing 
QQTang, a leisure game, and spent almost all her spare time on it. The game will not start 
until there are a certain number of players in a playroom. Therefore, when she joined a room 
and was waiting for the rest, she used text-based chat with players in the room to make 
self-introduction and share skills or experience about this game. With regard to some 
Massively Multiplayer Online Role Playing Games (MMORPGs), Chang Xiaobin, the 
33-year-old owner of a massage parlour who used an artificial limb, felt that the chat there 
was more real than the text-based chat in instant messaging since avatars of the players 
could stand together in the virtual world and the conversations would appear in speech 
bubbles above the avatars when they were chatting. He met some online friends through the 
game. When they were online simultaneously, they chatted for a while such as greeting, 
asking for some help in the game or asking how they were doing recently. After that, they 
went to complete some tasks together. Although the avatars and the speech bubbles made the 
interactions more real, Chang Xiaobin said that the conversations were in fact not as deep as 
   68 
 
that in the instant messaging due to online deceptions. For example, some players would 
steal other people's accounts and gear in the game if they know others' personal information.  
5.1.2 The Use of Mobile Phones for Social Networking 
As shown in the section about mobile phone activities, mobile phones were 
predominantly used to contact other people and some participants even prioritized the 
contact function above everything else due to the limits of battery power. The two common 
channels to contact other people via mobile phones were phone calls and SMS. Since phone 
calls and SMS had different capacities to deliver information, the participants chose which 
one they would use according to different purposes and circumstances.  
The majority of the participants preferred to make calls as compared to sending SMS. 
Firstly, interactions via phone calls are much faster. On the one hand, as Li Jinhao, the high 
school student, mentioned, it is more convenient to dial several numbers and then directly 
speak to others as compared to slowly texting messages. On the other hand, the constant ring 
tones and vibrations make phone calls easier to be noticed and faster to be picked up. 
Therefore, Xu Yingying, the self-employed tutor, said that she mainly used phone calls 
rather than SMS with parents of her students since she was afraid that parents would not 
notice SMS. Secondly, phone calls are more suitable for discussing something complicated 
in a fast and clear way since there is instant feedback. For example, there was a scenic spot 
in Zhou Chuanzhi's hometown which required special authority to visit. If some friends 
would like to visit this spot, when they drove to the entrance, they would call Zhou Chuanzhi, 
the owner of two cybercafés who had personal contacts in the spot, and Zhou Chuanzhi 
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would speak to the security guards through the mobile phone and let his friends visit that 
place.  
As compared to phone calls, only a few participants preferred to use SMS mostly 
because they had subscribed to SMS packages or because they did not like talking. SMS is 
less popular due to the slow typing speed and asynchronous feedback. However, it is these 
features that make SMS a better choice for certain interactions. For example, Wang Hong, 
the 27-year-old crutch user who had no computer at home mentioned earlier, did not like 
watching television series. If his family watched television series during the evening prime 
time and he had nothing to do, he would use SMS to chat with his friends. When asked why 
he did not use phone calls instead, Wang Hong explained that they in fact did not have 
anything in particular to talk about, and so the conversations would end sooner if he called 
them. In contrast, he could kill more time through SMS. Besides this case, there are several 
other circumstances in which SMS is more desirable for social networking. Firstly, SMS is 
less intrusive because it is less noticeable and does not require immediate response. 
Therefore, many participants chose SMS when it was not convenient for them or the persons 
they wanted to reach to receive phone calls, e.g., during lectures or meetings or at other odd 
times. Secondly, the text-based SMS is a good channel for some messages which are not 
suitable to be expressed in spoken language. For example, currently it is a custom in China 
to send blessing messages during festivals and some words of these messages are too formal 
to be heard in daily conversations. Some participants also said that they used SMS rather 
than phone calls to share jokes since some jokes were so funny that they could not help 
laughing when they were telling them. Thirdly, as observed by information richness theory 
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(Daft & Lengel, 1986), SMS, which is of low richness, is good at dealing with standard data. 
Supporting this observation, the participants on the study would text other people when the 
contents of messages contained numerical information or English alphabets, e.g. bank 
account numbers and the amount of money, in which case, SMS would be used because the 
information could be stored in mobile phones and retrieved later. Last but not least, as 
noticed in existing studies, it is easier to discuss awkward or embarrassing topics through 
SMS due to its indirect interactions and delayed feedback. For instance, Xu Yingying, the 
33-year-old self-employed tutor who was single, had received unwanted advances from a 
male acquaintance and she used SMS to reject him.  
5.1.3 The Different Experience of Using Different Media for Social Networking 
5.1.3.1 Text-based online chat vs. SMS 
Although both text-based online chat and SMS required typing, the participants felt that 
text-based online chat was faster than SMS. One problem with SMS is that the typing speed 
is slower. On the one hand, the keypad of the mobile phone where one key controls several 
letters is less suitable for typing than the computer keyboard where each key corresponds to 
a single letter. On the other hand, since typing was essential at the early stage of computers 
while SMS was just an additional function of mobile phones, the participants had spent 
much less time practising texting SMS. Therefore, although Yang Jie, the owner of an 
advertising agency, could type very quickly on computers, she was frustrated with SMS due 
to its slow speed and usually only used phone calls. Another problem with SMS is that the 
slow typing speed and the hidden features lower the speed of responses. Zhang Min was a 
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supermarket worker and had known several online friends through the Internet. Since she 
had no computer at home, sometimes she used SMS to contact her online friends and she 
said as compared to online chat, one needed more patience to chat through SMS. 
5.1.3.2 Voice chat vs. phone calls 
With regard to voice chat and phone calls, the participants felt that there was no 
significant difference in speed of interaction. However, voice chat was much cheaper than 
phone calls, especially for long distance calls. Therefore, many participants preferred to use 
voice or video chat to talk to other people when the conversations seemed to last for a long 
time. A typical example is the interaction between Wu Hong, the 41-year-old housewife, and 
her sister who worked in another city. Currently, they used mobile phones just to coordinate 
online chat and then went online to talk to each other. Wu Hong said that family affairs could 
not be discussed in a few words but sometimes may take 2-3 hours, so voice or video chat 
was more desirable since it was almost free. Due to its negligible cost, many participants 
reflected that one difference between voice chat and phone calls was that phone calls were 
usually used when there was indeed something to talk about, while voice chat could be used 
for idle chat and the conversations could link from one topic to another irrelevant topic until 
they did not want to talk any longer. Sun Yiping, the contract worker who used an artificial 
limb, gave a vivid example to show the difference. He said: 
 
If we talk through phone calls, I will directly ask you what I can do for you or whether 
you can do something for me or where we shall meet. However, we will not talk about 
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these things through online voice chat. I may tell you what happened today or 
inconsequential things such as how many eggs I have eaten today. 
-- Sun Yiping, male, 27 years old, artificial limb user, contract worker 
 
Since they engaged in a significant amount of idle chatter via online voice chat, some 
participants felt that voice chat was less formal than phone calls. Sun Yiping, the contract 
worker mentioned just now, said that if he needed to discuss something serious, even though 
he and his friends were simultaneously online, he would call them rather than use online chat. 
Similarly, Yu Rongguang, the manager of a local company, also thought it was very informal 
to contact customers via online voice chat and as discussed above, he felt that his colleagues 
may also not think that he was working if he used voice chat in the office. Another 
difference between voice chat and phone calls is that voice chat restricts people within a 
certain place and both sides have to be simultaneously online, while phone calls grant more 
freedom. Therefore, Yu Rongguang said that he did not use voice chat with his friends or 
family members but preferred to use phone calls because he was tired of sitting in front of 
the computer for a whole day and would like to take a rest when he walked around to make 
calls. 
5.1.3.3 Video chat vs. face-to-face conversations 
Some participants felt that the experience of video chat was similar to that of 
face-to-face conversations, while other participants thought face-to-face conversations were 
much better. Besides the annoyance of time delay, the participants regarded video chat as 
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less real and enjoyable. Although Wu Hong, the housewife mentioned earlier, often used 
video chat with her sister who worked in another city. She felt that video chat was less 
pleasant than face-to-face conversations and she still felt far apart from her sister since many 
parts of the body beyond the image could not be seen and it was impossible for further 
interactions such as touches and hugs. Ironically, even though video chat allows for more 
cues to be transmitted, i.e. images in addition to voice, the images only serve as a reminder 
of the physical absence of the interacting party and pique the desire for greater physical 
intimacy.. Some participants even doubted the authenticity of online video chats. Xu 
Yingying, the self-employed tutor who used a wheelchair, had dozens of online friends and 
some had even visited her in person. She felt that video chat with online friends was unreal 
and she could not completely trust computers. In contrast, she said face-to-face interactions 
were more trustworthy since at least people were physically in front of her. Liu Lei, a 
23-year-old fresh graduate who studied computers in a professional high school, also 
seriously questioned the reality of the video chat because he knew that there were some 
methods to graft a faked signal onto the original video signal.  
5.2 The Impacts of ICTs on Social Networks of the Disabled  
5.2.1 Challenges Faced by Disabled Persons in Social Networking 
Disabled persons' activities are usually restricted to particular locales due to the many 
physical barriers and inaccessible areas which pervade our urban environment. Although the 
Chinese government officially launched the first codes for design on the accessibility of urban 
roads and buildings in 1989 and also issued many follow-up regulations to better implement 
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these codes, the construction of disabled- friendly facilities in Yibin still has a long way to go. 
Currently, although some new buildings have wheelchair ramps at entrances and lifts or 
escalators, for many old buildings and new residence buildings no more than 7 storeys high, 
stairs are still the only way to reach each floor. Besides buildings, the transportation system in 
Yibin is also not disabled friendly. Public and private transport vehicles are "standard" ones 
with steps and narrwt.  
 
 
These physical barriers and the inaccessible environment are a huge challenge for 
disabled persons, especially those with severe mobility difficulties, e.g., wheelchair users. Xu 
Yingying, the self-employed tutor mentioned earlier, used a wheelchair in her daily life and 
lived alone in a rural county town. As introduced above, she stayed in her residence most of 
the time and conveniently got many products such as clothes, cosmetics, and even socks and 
shoes through online shopping. However, sometimes she had to travel a little further for 
particular errands, e.g., depositing money into the bank, and it is never an easy journey for her. 
Firstly, she needed to take a trishaw, a common mode of transportation in the county town. 
Steps in both the front and back door of a public bus 
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However, the trishaws had a 0.5m-high step and a narrow entrance. Therefore, the trishaw 
driver needed to help the participant get on and off, either by carrying her or helping her up. 
When she arrived at the bank, the steps outside the bank entrance were yet another obstacle. 
So she needed the assistance of the security guards to carry her into the bank. Usually, she 
went to the bank once per month. Although she can get things done with the help of other 
people, we can see what challenges she faces and how much more effort she has to make if 




Trishaws in Yibin City 
Steps in front of a bank in Yibin City 
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Physical barriers are just part of the challenges faced by the disabled. Inviting 
unwanted stares from members of the public also make disabled persons feel nervous and 
afraid of going out. Whether borne out of curiosity, sympathy or discrimination, these stares 
make disabled persons uncomfortable and upset. Li Jia, the 28-year-old female contract 
worker in the local community, suffered a disease when she was young so she could not walk 
steadily. Her experience reveals the psychological barriers faced by disabled persons when 
they enter society: 
 
It is difficult for a disabled person to leave the household to face reality and society. 
(So you stayed at home most of the time before you started working?) Yes. Even if I 
needed to go out, I would ask my mom to accompany me and would not go out alone. 
(You did not want to go out alone?) Yes, because most of the time, going 
out…[momentary pause] made me feel very uncomfortable. 
-- Li Jia, female, 28 years old, cannot walk steadily, contract worker 
 
As shown above, physical and psychological barriers have prevented disabled persons 
from actively going out and participating in social interactions. Therefore, they have much 
fewer opportunities to socialize with other people, meeting old friends and knowing new 
friends. However, the use of ICTs may relieve the challenges faced by disabled persons in 
social networking. Due to the special features of "reorganizing" time and space, ICTs are able 
to liberate people from restricted locations and thus social interactions can be conducted over 
place and without physical presence. As shown in the literature review, these changes in 
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social interactions have gradually influenced people's social networks. For disabled persons, 
especially those with mobility difficulties, for whom the notion of "place" is even more 
palpable, these changes may impose more significant impacts on their social networks since 
the physical barriers to social networking can be overcome and disabled persons can have 
even more freedom to control their disabled identity. 
5.2.2 Impacts on Existing Social Networks 
The participants in this study felt that ICTs enabled them to more conveniently 
contact other people to manage their work, family bonds and friendships. For those 
professionals, the Internet and mobile phones helped them to quickly reach their customers, 
business partners and colleagues to exchange information. Yu Rongguang, the 26-year-old 
manager of a local computer company, started his day-to-day work by turning on computers 
and logging on to QQ, a popular instant messaging application in China, to check messages 
and contact his clients. He had more than 200 clients in his contact list and most of them 
were cybercafé owners in Yibin City. He usually used text-based online chat to send his 
customers product information, e.g., mode numbers, prices and parameters, while using 
phone calls to discuss more complicated issues such as contracts and deposits. Chen Qiang, 
the 36-year-old cybercafé owner, was in fact a client of Yu Rongguang‟s company. Living in 
different places, Yu Rongguang and Chen Qiang had never met each other, but they 
contacted each other almost everyday through text-based chat. The conversations were 
usually short and mainly for day-to-day business. For example, Chen Qiang asked Yu 
Rongguang to update the games in his cybercafé through the Internet or he purchased virtual 
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currency from Yu Rongguang for online games. Besides contacting Yu Rongguang, the 
Internet and mobile phones were also important channels for Chen Qiang to be reached by 
the customers of his cybercafé. Since Chen Qiang was always on QQ, his customers were 
used to contacting him through the Internet. For example, two owners of mobile phone shops 
who played online games when they were looking after the shops usually left messages to 
ask Chen Qiang to add virtual money to their accounts. For customers without their own 
Internet access, they often called Chen Qiang to enquire whether there were computers 
available at the moment or asked Chen Qiang to reserve a computer for them. In addition, 
some participants who worked in government or communities such as Wei Qing, Li Jia and 
He Fang often used QQ to send documents to their colleagues. Although such usage is not 
unique for disabled persons, it may benefit disabled persons more as compared to the 
previous time when these ICTs were not available. At that time, information exchange 
almost solely relied on physical movement in which disabled persons had difficulties. 
However, currently, since ICTs do not require physical movement, disabled persons can at 
least enjoy the same convenience as nondisabled persons and do not have such a 
disadvantage in information exchange. 
Besides work, family bonds have also benefited from the use of ICTs, especially 
when family members are physically apart from each other. As shown above, participants 
such as Wu Hong used both the Internet and mobile phones according to different situations 
to contact their family members. Chen Guangming, a 19-year-old junior college student who 
used crutches, felt that QQ was “very good” when he heard from classmates that QQ could 
help them reach people who were very far from them. Therefore, he started using QQ in 
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2005 when mobile phone adoption was not common among students, in an attempt to keep 
in contact with his cousins who grew up with him but who now worked outside. One of his 
happiest experiences of using QQ was that he used it to successfully re-establish contact 
with one of his brothers whom he had lost contact with for a long time . These interactions 
among family members are not only limited to the individual level, but may also involve 
many family members. Chen Qiang‟s parents-in-law had worked in Shanghai for a while. To 
maintain the family bond, Chen Qiang‟s parents-in-law regularly used mobile phones to 
coordinate online activities with Chen Qiang, and then went to cybercafés to use video chat 
to see and talk with Chen Qiang, their daughter and grandchildren 
The friendships can also be strengthened by using ICTs. Chang Xiaobin, the owner 
of a massage parlour, dropped out of secondary school after losing one leg in a car accident. 
A few years later, he learnt Chinese traditional medicine in a city around 100 kilometres 
away from his hometown. After graduation, he started the massage parlour in his hometown 
and never returned to that city. Currently, ICTs, especially the Internet, became a very 
important platform for him to keep in touch with his classmates and friends in that particular 
city. Through QQ, they asked each other how things were going with their work and lives. 
They also used video chat to see each other, their spouses and their children. To maintain the 
friendships through the Internet is especially meaningful for Chang Xiaobin. As a secondary 
school drop-out, he had fewer classmates and friends than his non-disabled counterparts. 
Moreover, the service nature of his business and disabilities further restricted him to going 
out and visiting his friends. However, with the help of the Internet, he could not only keep in 
touch with his friends even though they were apart from each other, but also extend their 
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friendships to their family members to strengthen the ties. Besides the Internet, mobile 
phones also helped the participants to maintain and develop friendships. Although most 
participants used mobile phones for instrumental purposes, a significant portion of the 
coordination related to planning get-togethers. For example, Sun Yiping currently lived 
alone in a county town. He said he was afraid of loneliness, so he usually called his friends 
to go out to have some tea after work. Sometimes, mobile phones were also employed for 
expressive use among friends, especially when it was inconvenient to use the Internet, e.g., 
no Internet access or no time for online chatting. Chen Baoping, the owner of a cybercafé 
and a restaurant, often used the mobile phone to keep in touch with one of his best friends in 
high school who currently worked in Beijing. His friend was a white-collar professional and 
was quiet busy every day. Although he was on QQ most of the time, it was mainly used for 
work and he did not have time to chat when he was in front of computers to do his job. 
Therefore, he used the mobile phone to contact Chen Baoping when he was on the way 
home. Usually, Chen Baoping had very short telephone conversations, but he could talk over 
telephone for at least one hour with this friend. He said: 
 
I share everything with him. Since he is in another city, he likes to know about the 
current situation back in the hometown. Then I tell him what is going on with one of our 
friends and what is going on with me. If I am not happy, I will tell him and he will 
console me and encourage me. Then the conversation will be more than one hour long. 
-- Chen Baoping, male, 27 years old, artificial limb user, owner of a cybercafé and a restaurant 
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Previous studies have criticised the Internet for competing with other activities for 
time just like what television did, so that people may spend less time with family and friends 
(Norman H. Nie, 2001). However, other scholars argue that the replacement impacts of the 
Internet depend on the nature of Internet usage. For example, email or online chat may lead to 
more social ties, while solitary activities such as web surfing do not necessarily increase 
social ties (Zhao, 2006). The findings of this study show that the negative impact of the 
Internet on social networks were not obvious at the overall level, but certain types of Internet 
activities such as computer games may negatively influence certain social networks. 
When asked whether they felt that the usage of the Internet negatively influenced their 
relationships with other people, most participants felt that their relationships were not affected. 
Although the Internet did occupy some time which was previously spent on other activities – 
for example, some participants said they usually went out to play mahjong before they have 
computers, these affected activities may not necessarily benefit social ties, so the change did 
not have obvious negative impacts on people relationships. However, it is worth noting that 
certain Internet activities such as computer games may impose a very negative impact on 
interpersonal relationships, especially family relationships. Chen Baoping, the 29-year-old 
owner of a cybercafé and a restaurant, played a lot of computer games in his spare time. 
When he was playing, sometimes his daughter who was just learning how to walk would 
come to him and want him to gather her up or hold her hand to walk. However, when he was 
indulging in games, he would be too preoccuping to take care of his daughter and would 
sometimes just ignore her. Therefore, Chen Baoping said that although his daughter still loved 
him, she loved her mother more. Another participant, Wu Hong, the 41-year-old housewife 
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mentioned earlier who spent most of her spare time on online games day and night, had a 
similar feeling. Although she said the relationship with her daughter was not affected since 
she especially reserved time to take care of her daughter, her husband had many complaints 
about her use of the computer: 
 
My husband feels that I pay very little attention to him because of the computer. 
(Why?) He goes out in the early morning for his work and does not return till late at 
night. When he sleeps in the evening, I still play my games; when he gets up in the 
early morning, then I go to sleep. (Has the computer influenced the communication 
between you and your husband?) It definitely has. He has a lot of complaints about 
this. 
-- Wu Hong, female, 41 years old, user of crutches, housewife 
 
Besides family relationships, friendships between Internet users and non-users may 
also be negatively influenced by the use of the Internet. Sun Yiping, the 27-year-old contract 
worker, said that the only negative change brought about by the Internet was that he had less 
contact with his friends who did not use the Internet or did not play computer games, because 
he did not know what to talk to them about. Now, he could see the gap widening between him 
and these friends. 
5.2.3 Impacts on Online Social Networks 
One very exciting aspect of the Internet is that it can create a virtual community 
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(Rheingold, 2000) where it is easier to meet strangers and make new friends by overcoming 
the restrictions of geographical locations (Kang, 2008). Moreover, the cue-reduced feature of 
online communication entitles users to more freedom to control their personal information 
and build their ideal online images. These features of the Internet may have a significant 
meaning for disabled persons. As a disabled person, to make new friends is both a desire and 
a problem. On the one hand, due to their bodily limitations and restricted domains, they are 
less like to go out to meet new people. On the other hand, although society has advanced a lot, 
discrimination against disability still exists, so not everyone will accept disabled persons as 
their friends. In turn, to protect their self-esteem, some disabled persons hesitate to make 
friends with the nondisabled. With the Internet and other ICTs, the domains and bodies of 
disabled persons may be extended so that they may have the opportunity to overcome place to 
interact with more people and expand their social networks.  
5.2.3.1 To expand social networks 
The findings show that the Internet indeed offered more opportunities for the 
participants to meet more people in a wider geographical scope. The interactions with 
strangers through the Internet may help to foster new friendships and expand the participants‟ 
social networks. The majority of the participants, 20 out of 24, had the experience of 
interacting with strangers either through instant messaging or online games. It was a common 
phenomenon to chat with strangers especially when the participants were just exposed to the 
Internet. Many participants reported that they had “crazily” added strangers in the contact lists 
of their instant messaging applications to the point that that the whole list was filled with 
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strangers. There are several explanations for this phenomenon. Firstly, people were curious 
about the new form of interactions with strangers when they started to experiment with it. 
Secondly, some participants wanted to get to know people in other cities so that it would be 
more convenient to visit those places given that they knew some people there. Thirdly, when 
the participants started using the instant messaging application, they only had several offline 
friends in the lists, so if their offline friends were not online, they wanted to add strangers that 
they could talk to. Last but not least, as mentioned before, the participants needed to spend 
plenty of time practising how to type Chinese characters. Therefore, some participants added 
strangers to chat with as a way to practice and improve their typing speed. However, the 
situation changed after the participants passed the initial period of adopting instant messaging. 
They were no longer so curious about interactions with strangers and their contact lists had 
more offline friends and fewer strangers. They also set up different levels of security to decide 
who could be their friends and some participants even refused almost all requests from 
strangers due to some concerns such as time and security.  
Even though the participants had gradually lost enthusiasm for meeting strangers, the 
fact is that they did make some new friends through online interactions with strangers and 
extended their social networks in both quantity and geographical scope. The findings show 
that nearly all of the participants who had the experience of interacting with strangers through 
the Internet had several online friends. Some participants may only have 2 online friends 
whom they still kept in touch with, while other participants may have much more online 
friends. For example, Zhou Chuanzhi, the 45-year-old owner of two cybercafés, had 193 
contacts in his instant messaging contacts list and said he regularly kept in touch with around 
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17 to 18 online friends. Wu Hong, the 41-year-old housewife, also met around 20 to 30 online 
friends through online games. She even added these friends in her instant messaging contacts 
list or exchanged mobile phone numbers, so that it was more convenient to coordinate online 
activities. With regard to the geographical scope, as Guo et al. (2005) suggest, the Internet 
enabled the participants to be free from the restrictions of physical locations and to interact 
with people all over the country. One participant, Xu Yingying, the self-employed tutor who 
majored in English in college and used wheelchair in her daily life, even used the Internet to 
befriend people in other countries.  
5.2.3.2 The criteria for choosing friends 
As previous research suggests, friendships on the Internet are formed on the basis of 
shared interests, values or mindsets rather than traditional geographical locations (Wellman, 
2001), and this is particularly significant for marginalized groups (DiMaggio, et al., 2001). 
However, in this study, as discussed earlier, the participants seldom visited disability-related 
sites or support groups to talk with their disabled peers. Similarly, when the participants 
sought online friendships through instant messaging, none of them considered disability as 
one of the criteria for choosing friends. 
The most important criterion to select online friends seems to be age. Some 
participants may want to talk with someone in their own age groups, while others may look 
for some people older than they are since they could get some suggestions from these people. 
However, nearly all participants would consider whether their ages were compatible when 
initiating relationships. Moreover, gender is a criterion for some participants. They were more 
   86 
 
likely to choose the opposite sex as their online friends because they felt that it was more 
interesting to talk to the opposite sex and those friends of the opposite sex were more tolerant 
of each other. In addition, location was sometimes also considered by the participants, 
although different people may have different preferences. Some participants preferred to 
make friends in other cities, feeling that it was more interesting to know what happened in 
other places, while other participants only looked for friends within their own cities, hoping 
that they could meet each other sometime.  
However, none of the participants sought to purposely befriend for disabled persons 
on the Internet. Even though some participants had come across other disabled persons, these 
disabled persons were not more likely to be their best friends. When examining the 6 persons 
whom the participants most frequently contacted through the Internet, the majority were 
nondisabled persons. Therefore, the concern about whether the Internet may polarize disabled 
persons and further separate disabled persons from nondisabled persons was not reflected in 
this study. A possible explanation for this phenomenon is that the physical disability is a 
conspicuous identity, unlike homosexuality which is a concealable stigma (McKenna & Bargh, 
1998). Therefore, the disabled persons can see other disabled persons in public so that they do 
not feel as unique or alone as those with concealable stigmas and are thus less likely to seek 
peers and company in the virtual world.  
5.2.3.3 Disabled identity on the Internet 
The Internet offers people opportunities to build their online identities and images. 
With the limited cues in online communication, people have more freedom to control their 
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identity information. In this study, although some participants used video chat with online 
friends, none of their online friends could make out their disabled identity based on the 
images, because their disabilities were all in the lower part of their bodies. However, most of 
the participants chose to disclose their disability online, since they felt that honesty was a firm 
foundation for making friends, whether on the Internet or in the real life. 
A few participants such as Li Jia and Yu Zhuoqun chose to tell other people about their 
disability at the beginning of the conversation since they did not want to waste their time and 
wanted to talk with someone who did not care about their disabled identity. Zhou Chuanzhi, 
the owner of two cybercafés, even disclosed his disabled identity in his profile and revealed 
that he was a crutch user. However, it is more common that the participants disclosed their 
disabled identity when they were getting familiar with their online friends or wanted to 
further develop the relationships or when they were discussing certain topics. One participant 
gave an example of when and how she would disclose her disabled identity:  
 
When he or she [online friends] feels that I am a very nice person, then I would say 
"But let me tell you something – I am a disabled person."Then they would say “it is 
impossible” and you know, they are always saying something that sounds very nice. 
One online friend did not believe it, and then we used video chat. He said "you don't 
look like a disabled person. You look so nice." I said if I stood up, you would notice 
that I was.  
-- Zhang Min, female, 41-year-old, cannot walk steadily, supermarket worker 
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However, some participants never disclosed their disabled identity on the Internet. 
Some said their topics were not relevant to disability so they did not talk about it, but other 
participants consciously avoided mentioning it. Wu Hong, the 41-year-old housewife who 
used crutches, seemed to be very uncomfortable about her disability. She regarded disability 
as something bad and wished she would be born healthy in her next life. Therefore, she tried 
to avoid mentioning her disabled identity on the Internet and felt that her disability hindered 
her from making friends even on the Internet: 
 
I feel my disability is the barrier to make more friends. For example, this friend 
[whom she had mentioned previously] is very honest with me. He told me everything. 
But I cannot tell him anything about my life, because that would reveal my disability. 
I don't know how he will feel if he knows I am disabled. However, if I were a 
nondisabled person, I would tell him everything. He has asked to meet in person 
many times, but I refused. If I were a nondisabled person, I would have met him as a 
friend. 
-- Wu Hong, female, 41 years old, user of crutches, housewife 
 
With regard to the reaction of these online friends when the participants disclosed their 
disabilities, most of them felt surprised and did not believe it. When asked how they 
perceived their online friends' reactions, He Fang, the civil servant, said "Many things on the 
Internet are virtual, so when you honestly speak out a truth, many people may feel very 
surprised." Indeed, as feared by some participants, some online friends did in fact terminate 
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their friendships after the participants revealed their disabled identities. However, there were 
still some online friends who continued keeping in touch with the participants even though 
they knew the person on the other side of the screen was disabled. One comment given by 
Yao Lin's online friend is ironic but interesting:  
 
She [my online friend] said it did not matter whether I was a disabled or nondisabled 
person on the Internet. She felt we could get along with each other and thought we 
could continue. She said it was not a big deal that I was a disabled person, since we 
did not live together, but only communicated on the Internet. 
-- Yao Lin, male, 32, artificial limb user, factory worker 
 
5.2.3.4 Formation of online friendships 
Although the participants met more people and expanded their social networks 
through the Internet, many participants reported that the process of forming friendships 
through the Internet was not very pleasant. The cue-reduced feature of online interactions 
seems to be one of the major reasons for this feeling. Since the person on the other side is a 
stranger, it is unlikely that they will use voice or video chat at the very beginning. Therefore, 
the cue-reduced text-based chat becomes the most typical way to start a new relationship on 
the Internet. However, according to information richness theory (Daft & Lengel, 1986), 
text-based chat is not suitable to develop interpersonal relationships due to its limited cues 
and asynchronous feedback. This was certainly the perception of some participants. For 
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example, Chang Xiaobin, the 33-year-old owner of a massage parlour, currently had only 2 
online friends whom he regularly kept in touch with and deleted all other strangers he had 
previously added. He compared chatting with strangers in trains with chatting with strangers 
on the Internet to illustrate the boring and unpleasant nature of online chatting: 
 
If you chat with a real person sitting in front of you, whether happy or unhappy, he or 
she must have some facial expression and then you can feel it…. For example, if you 
are talking about something that they are interested in, they would agree with you and 
join in the conversation; if they don't like it, you can feel it through their body 
language and facial expression, and then you can switch topics. However, if you chat 
with a stranger on the Internet, since you don't know him or her, it is impossible to 
use video chat, so when you are chatting, you don't know how they are feeling. If they 
dislike the topic, some people may directly tell you and then you can switch topics, 
but some may just ignore you and then you have to find another person to chat with 
and start from the beginning again ! That's why I seldom chat with strangers online.  
-- Chang Xiaobin, male, 33 years old, artificial limb user, owner of a massage parlour 
 
As this quote shows, due to the reduced cues and the asynchronous feedback, people 
try to consciously or unconsciously anticipate what the person behind the screen likes or 
dislikes and then choose a suitable topic in order to maintain the conversation. Therefore, 
Yang Jie, the 28-year-old owner of a start-up advertising agency who was very energetic and 
spoke very fast, felt that online chat was like a "word game" and it was very difficult and it 
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was a long process to know someone. Therefore, she only had 2 to 3 online friends, but 
currently she seldom contacted them because she did not know what to talk about:   
 
I would like to take the initiative to find someone to talk to in real life if I have some 
questions. However, I don‟t want to do that on the Internet. I always feel that it is a 
very difficult and long process to know each other. You don't know them and they 
also don't know you. I don't know. Just feel that you have to play some word games to 
attract other people's attention and then the conversation can go on and on. 
-- Yang Jie, female, 29 years old, wheelchair user, the owner of a start-up advertising agency 
 
Moreover, without audio and visual cues, all the information about other people is 
confined solely to the words they write, so that the common opening questions of a dialogue 
in real life such as "where are you from", "what is your surname" and "what are you doing" 
irritates and bores others. Therefore, the cue-reduced feature and time delays of online 
text-based chat diminishes the participants‟ enthusiasm to befriend more strangers any longer 
and even deters some participants from talking frequently to their online friends.  
5.2.3.5 Roles of online friendships in disabled persons' life 
Since online interactions with strangers is not entirely pleasant and the participants were 
losing interest in online strangers and friends, why did some participants still keep in touch 
with their online friends? The findings show two notable aspects to illustrate the roles of 
online friendships in disabled persons' lives. 
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In the first place, chatting with online friends is a valuable way to vent their feelings. 
Many participants had had the experience of talking about their deep feelings with online 
friends. He Fang, a 37-year-old civil servant, said that her first experience of using instant 
messaging was actually in an attempt to find some strangers to pour out her feelings to, e.g., 
scolding somebody in real life, because it was inconvenient to discuss such things with 
acquaintances. Other participants shared similar opinions as He Fang. They revealed that 
telling acquaintances their deep feelings may cause problems in the following three aspects. 
Firstly, as Chang Xiaobin, the owner of a massage parlour, suggested, if you told family 
members, relatives or offline friends about your troubles which they could not solve for you, 
it would only make them worried, increasing their psychological burden and influencing the 
mood when you were together. Therefore, he would share some happy things with both 
offline and online friends, but wanted to share unhappy incidents only with online friends 
since their lives were apart from each other and this exchange would not have serious 
negative impacts on their real lives. Secondly, telling other people in real life about your deep 
feelings may put you in danger. Yao Lin, the 32-year-old factory worker, said that it was 
necessary to be cautious about people around you in the real life, because you were close to 
each other so that their every single move may have some impact on you. Therefore, he 
wanted to share his deep thoughts with online friends rather than with offline friends. Thirdly, 
disclosing your troubles or concerns to offline friends also may cause some 
misunderstandings. Zhou Chuanzhi, the 45-year-old owner of two cybercafés who also ran 
other business, i.e. KTV lounges before, had many offline and online friends. He said if you 
told your offline friends your difficulties, they may naturally think that you wanted to get 
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something from them, although you did not mean it but just wanted to vent it. However, his 
online friends would not think it in this way and may also tell him their thoughts and give him 
suggestions. In fact, sometimes the online self-disclosure of deep feelings is not motivated by 
a desire for feedback or actual suggestions but is merely a way to pour out the emotions. As 
one participant said:  
 
One good thing about online friendships is that it does not involve any actual interest 
for both sides…. With online friends, no matter how long I have met them, as long as 
I don't know them and they would like to listen to me, I can show them the true side 
of my life, but I won't do it in real life…. You just want to speak it out and don't 
necessarily need other people's understanding. When you are talking, they may chat 
with other people or watch cartoons. You tell them a lot of things and they may only 
reply with one sentence "Actually you'd better take it less seriously". They may not 
read what you have sent at all, but you feel comfortable to pour it out.  
-- Sun Yiping, male, 27 years old, artificial limb user, contract worker 
 
Moreover, interacting with online friends can make life less boring. The participants 
would turn to their online friends when they wanted to kill some time. As discussed before, 
online conversations can last for a long time and consist of many idle chats due to the low 
expense of using the Internet. Therefore, besides sharing their deep feelings and thoughts with 
each other, they also talked about something interesting happening recently. In addition, 
interactions between some participants and their online friends were not limited to online chat, 
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but also included game playing. Besides those role-playing games which required a 
continuous investment of time, some participants such as Chang Xiaobin, Chen Qiang and 
Yao Lin played chess or cards with their online friends just to kill time. Wu Hong, the 
41-year-old housewife who spent most of her time in playing online games, said that 
interacting with her online friends such as chatting and playing games made her feel more 
fulfilled. Although she did not like to share her deep feelings with online friends, she was still 
more satisfied with her online friendships as compared to those in real life: 
 
I am more satisfied with my online friendships. Because in the real life, my friends 
think I am very optimistic and I don't regard myself as a disabled person. Actually, I 
am not! Those friends who are all nondisabled always tell me their difficulties, but I 
don't tell them mine, so they think I am very happy. Actually, only I myself know the 
truth. (You aren't satisfied with your offline friends because they cannot understand 
your…) Although you tell them, they may not necessarily understand it. But on the 
Internet, I always talk about something happy and interesting. Some online friends are 
very funny, so we talk about a lot of interesting things. 
-- Wu Hong, female, 41 years old, user of crutches, housewife 
 
However, besides the two aspects discussed above, when asked what online 
friendships had brought them, as with Guo et al.(2005)'s previous study, the participants felt 
that although the Internet may allow them to have more friends, they did not see any these 
new friendships bring about any changes in their lives:   
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(You have met many friends through the Internet and you still regularly keep in touch 
with 4 or 5 online friends. Do you feel they have brought any changes to your life?) No. 
(Do you think they are important to you?) Not really. (Then what do these online 
friends mean to you?) They are just friends whom you can chat with when you are 
bored. So I don't feel they have any significant impacts on my life. They cannot solve 
my real problems in my life, right? 
-- Zhang Min, female, 41 years old, cannot walk steadily, supermarket worker 
 
As this quote exemplifies, online friendships are unlikely to bring about any 
substantial changes in the participants' real lives. However, they do appear to offer the 
participants a channel to vent their emotions without them worrying the impacts of their 
online behaviours on real life and to have a little fun without considering their real-life 
troubles. Therefore, online friendships may serve as a way to cater for the participants' 
psychological benefit which arguably, is especially significant for disabled persons with 
mobility problems who are restricted to limited physical confines and are thus more prone to 
suffer from loneliness. 
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CHAPTER 6: CONCLUSION 
6.1 Final Overview 
This exploratory study tried to understand the ICT adoption and usage of people with 
physical disabilities, focusing on their usage of different media for social networking and the 
impacts of such usage on their social networks. The study finds that the participants used 
different ICTs in daily life according to their living conditions and perceived needs. Like the 
general population, the participants adopted computers due to their curiosity about this new 
technology, the pressure from society as well as the need to increase work or study efficiency, 
to enhance their earning power and to derive recreational value, while mobile phones were 
adopted mainly for contacting other people to coordinate activities or maintain relationships. 
As shown in this study, both computers and mobile phones played an important role in the 
participants' lives. They used computers and mobile phones to perform a wide range of 
activities, amongst which socializing with other people was one of the most popular and 
frequently undertaken activities. The findings show that the participants chose different 
platforms offered by computers (e.g., instant messaging, social network site, online gaming, 
etc.) and mobile phones (e.g., phone calls, text message, mobile Internet, etc.) to interact with 
other people according to different circumstances and purposes. In return, they had different 
feelings towards interactions through these different platforms. By using ICTs for social 
networking, connections amongst colleagues or business partners were tightened and family 
bonds as well as friendships were strengthened, although some online activities, e.g., 
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computer games, may adversely influence people's social networks. Besides benefits to 
existing social networks, the study also finds that it is possible for the participants to expand 
their social networks through the Internet both in number and in geographical scope, and they 
were not necessarily inclined to make friends with other disabled persons but interacted more 
with nondisabled persons. Although the enthusiasm for forming online friendships decreased 
dramatically as compared to the initial stage due to many reasons such as the difficulty of 
forming friendships in a cue-reduced context, some participants still regularly kept in touch 
with their online friends and even felt more satisfied with their online friendships than with 
their offline ones. For those participants, even though online friendships were unlikely to 
bring about any substantial changes in their real lives, they valued online friendships as a way 
to vent their innermost feelings and to escape from unhappiness in the real world.  
6.2 Contributions to Theoretical Framework and Existing Literature 
This study on disabled persons' ICT use in China may open the door for the public to 
better understand this understudied population, their ICT usage and the impacts of ICTs on 
their daily lives. By focusing on disabled persons with mobility problems only and 
distinguishing them from other types of disabilities, it is more practical and reasonable to 
draw a comparison between these people and nondisabled persons, so that this particular 
group of people's ICT usage and the impacts of ICTs on their social networks may be better 
understood. The findings show that no significant difference was found between disabled 
persons and nondisabled persons in most aspects of ICT adoption and usage examined in this 
study such as motivations for adoption, computer or mobile phone activities and the usage of 
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different media for social networking. However, it is worth noting that similar activities may 
benefit disabled persons more. For example, although both disabled persons and nondisabled 
persons engage in online shopping, this activity is in fact more meaningful for disabled 
persons with mobility problems and this field is worthy of further exploration in future studies. 
Moreover, ICTs may help both disabled and nondisabled persons to strengthen their existing 
social relationships and further expand their networks. Such benefits may be more significant 
for disabled persons with mobility problems who have difficulties in going out to socialize 
with other people. In fact, ICTs open a window for disabled people who are constrained to 
particular physical confines and feel especially lonely, by allowing them to vent their 
frustrations and kill time, thus helping them to improve their sense of well-being. Besides 
these similarities, the study also finds some differences in ICT usage between disabled 
persons and nondisabled persons due to the participants' disabilities. For example, as previous 
studies on disabled persons (e.g., Bradley & Poppen, 2003; Burnett, 2006; Dobransky & 
Hargittai, 2006; Seymour & Lupton, 2004) suggest, some participants in this study used the 
Internet to seek information relevant to their disabilities, e.g., treatments, assistive devices, etc, 
and some participants also visited disability-related websites or online groups. However, all of 
the participants who had visited these disability-related websites or groups eventually stopped 
visiting after a while. Although they gave some explanations, it is still unclear exactly what 
happened in these websites and online groups. Therefore, future studies may also focus on 
these disabled persons' online organizations to better understand the dynamics there and the 
nature of online interaction in these forums. 
Overall, most of the findings from this study echoed with existing research arguments 
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regarding the ICT usage of disabled persons and the benefits on their daily life. However, 
these similar findings and benefits may be more significant for disabled persons under the 
context of Chinese society. First of all, China is far behind those developed countries in the 
development of accessibility facilities and therefore disabled persons in China face a lot of 
physical barriers in their daily life as shown in the above examples. Given its large scale, it is 
not practical for China to bridge the gaps in accessibility facilities in a short period. Given 
such circumstances, the rapid penetration of ICTs in China and the benefits of ICT usage may 
complement the existing accessibility facilities and to some extent relieve the challenges 
faced by disabled persons, so that they are able to use ICTs to overcome the barriers in the 
physical world to manage their daily life, seek information and keep in touch with others. 
Moreover, social connection among individuals is a very important aspect of Chinese culture. 
Family bonds, friendships and other social connections play a significant role in Chinese 
society. Various festivals, holidays and other special events such as marriages, funerals and 
birthdays are all good opportunities for Chinese people to maintain and enhance connections 
with each others. These relationships will not only create a sense of belonging which is 
beneficial to a person‟s well-being, but also form social capital and resources which have 
practical impacts on a person‟s daily life. However, due to physical and social barriers, 
disabled persons, especially those with mobility problems, are usually constrained to their 
own domain and face a lot of challenges in connecting with other people. This puts disabled 
persons in a more disadvantageous position in Chinese society where connections among 
individuals are treasured and have vital impacts on daily life. Fortunately, the adoption and 
development of ICTs in China may offer an alternative to maintain and strengthen bonds 
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among individuals. By using ICTs, disabled persons‟ domain can be expanded and they have 
more opportunities to socialise with others. As shown in this study, disabled persons can use 
ICTs to re-establish contact with relatives whom they had lost contact with, to maintain 
friendships among those who are apart from each other due to the physical distance, and even 
to be connected with  strangers who have similar experience and interest. Therefore, the 
usage of ICTs under the collective culture in China may make disabled persons feel they are 
still part of a family, a group and the society, and their existences are still noticed, concerned 
and treasured by the rest of the society. 
Besides the contributions to the field on disabled persons, this study may also offer 
some insights on the following aspects. Firstly, as some scholars have argued (e.g., Hu, et al., 
2004) the Internet is an ineffective medium for developing interpersonal relationships. Indeed, 
some participants in this study complained about unpleasant experiences of developing online 
friendships, but other participants did successfully make many online friends and felt more 
satisfied with these friends than with their offline friends. Thus, future research can further 
investigate the complexities of fostering online friendships, especially amongst marginalised 
populations, and suggest improvements for maximising the potential of the Internet to expand 
social networks. Secondly,, this study supports the argument from existing literature (e.g., 
Carroll et al., 2006; Greenfield, et al., 2006; Zhao, 2006) that different computer activities 
have different impacts on social networks. Most participants in this study did not feel that the 
Internet negatively influenced their interactions with others, while some participants who 
were heavy computer game players felt that their family relationships were adversely 
influenced by computer games. Therefore, different activities should be separately measured 
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and examined in future studies on the impacts of ICTs on social networks. 
6.3 Limitations 
      There are several limitations to this study which future research should seek to 
overcome. Firstly, due to the constraints of circumstances, I was not able to have one-to-one 
interviews with all participants. When some interviews were being conducted, other people, 
e.g., family members or friends, were around us and could hear what we were talking about. 
Therefore, the presence of a third party may influence the answers offered by the participants, 
especially those answers about online relationships. Secondly, the interview questions did not 
ask for the causes of the participants' disabilities, out of consideration for the participants 
having to recall possibly traumatic experiences. Therefore, some participants revealed the 
causes themselves, while others did not mention it. Thus, it is unknown whether different 
causes of disabilities may influence the research results and if so, how these causes will 
influence the results. Thirdly, this study should have gained more insights into what disabled 
persons expected from ICTs in the future. Although I asked some questions such as "If I was a 
manufacturer of computers and I sought suggestions from you for future computers, what do 
you hope the computer will become in the future", few participants could offer meaningful 
answers and most of them said they did not know. More probing could have been done on my 
part but I restrained myself so as to avoid overtaxing the interviewees. Future studies could 
seek to specifically investigate this issue so that the needs of disabled persons vis-à-vis 
communication and information-related issues can be better understood. Nevertheless, despite 
these limitations, this study has made a concerted attempt to comprehend an understudied 
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population – disabled persons - by offering a vivid picture of their ICT usage in their daily 
lives and the impacts of such usage on their social networks. I hope that this study can open a 
window for disabled persons, so that their voice can be heard in society and they can be better 
understood by the public. Moreover, I wish that, if it is possible, this study can further raise 
public awareness about disabled persons so that more and more people can care for these 
people, not only through understanding their current living conditions and their needs, but 
also in trying to improve the quality of their lives and their overall well-being.  
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APPENDIX 
 Interview Guide 
 
Part 1: Demographic Questions 
1. When were you born? (mm/yy) 
2. What is your highest academic qualification? 
3. What is your occupation?  
4. Could you estimated how much your total income per month is, including your salary, 
interest from your savings or stock, social welfare and other financial resource? 
5. How many people do you live with? 
 
Part 2: ICT Adoption Questions 
1. Could you recall what happened yesterday from morning till night and tell me the things 
you did with ICTs? The ICTs include televisions, DVD, VCD, landline telephones, 
mobile phones, mp3, computers, cameras and game machines. For example, yesterday, I 
was waked up by the alarm of my mobile phone. Then I turned on my computer to check 
my email.  
2. Besides the ICTs you mentioned just now, what other ICTs do you use in your daily life?  
3. Which ICTs do you use most frequently? 
If the answers do not include televisions, landline phones, mobile phones and computers, 
then ask:  
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  - How about televisions/landline phones/mobile phones/computers? Could you tell me 
why you do not use it most frequently? 
4. How did you get these ICTs? Did you buy it by yourself or did other people give it to 
you? 
5. Why did you buy these ICTs/ why did other people give these ICTs to you? 
6. If one day you have to abandon all ICTs you use now, which ICTs are you most reluctant 
to abandon? 
7. Could you explain why you do not want to abandon these ICTs? 
 
Part 3: Computer Use Questions 
A. Use Experience 
1. When did you use the computer for the first time? 
2. What did you feel when you use the computer for the first time? What is your feeling 
now? 
3. How long did you spend in learning how to use the computer?  
4. How did you feel about the learning process? Is it easy or difficult? 
5. When did you use the Internet for the first time? 
6. What did you feel when you used the Internet for the first time? What is your feeling 
now? 
 
B. Use Patterns 
1. Where do you use the computer? 
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2. When do you usually use the computer in your everyday schedule? 
3. What do you do with the computer? For example, I use the computer to study, surf 
websites, seek information, contact other people, play games, watch movies and listen to the 
music.  
4. What do you do most frequently with the computer? 
5. What do you most enjoy doing with the computer? 
6. Could you explain why you would like to do these things with computer? 
 
C. Website Use and Information Seeking  
1. What websites do you usually visit? 
2. What do you do on the websites? 
3. Have you even visited any websites related to disabled people? I know there are some 
forums for disabled people and also some chat rooms. 
    If the answer is "yes": 
      - Could you tell me how you knew the websites? What do you do on the websites? 
How do you feel about the websites? Have you made any friend through these websites? 
    If the answer is "no": 
      - Could you tell me whether you do not know these websites or you do not want to 
visit them or there are other reasons? 
4. What information do you seek online? 
5. Would you share the information you obtained online with other people? 
6. Have you sought any information related to disabled people? What is it? 
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D. Social Networks 
1. Could you recall six persons you have contacted most frequently within a week? What are 
the relationships between you and these people, e.g. family members, friends, classmates, 
colleagues? 
2. Which cities the six persons are in? 
3. Did you know these persons in the real life or through the Internet? 
4. In which ways do you contact these people, e.g. text chat, online telephone, video chat, 
social network sites (Facebook, Xiaonei, QQzones, etc.)? 
5. Why do you choose this particular way to interact with these people?  
6. What are the different feelings between using this particular way and using other ways of 
interactions? 
7. What do you talk to each other online? 
8. Are any of the six persons also with disabilities? 
9. Do you contact other disabled people through the Internet? 
10. Have you made friends with strangers through the Internet? 
If the answer is "yes": 
  - Could you tell me more about your online friendships? For example, how you knew 
each other, how long your friendships have lasted. 
  - Are any of them also with disabilities? 
- Do they know you are disabled person? How did they know? 
If the answer is "no":  
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- Have you tried to make friends with strangers through the Internet? 
11. What is your feeling about online friendships? 
12. What is your feeling about your offline friendships? If you can describe your offline 
friendships with “not satisfied at all”, “not satisfied”, “neutral”, “satisfied” and “very 
satisfied”, which one will you choose?  
 
E. Evaluations 
1. What aspects of the computer (the Internet) do you most like? 
2. What aspects of the computer (the Internet) do you most dislike? 
3. What changes has the computer (the Internet) brought to your life? 
4. What is your expectation of the computer (the Internet)? 
 
Part 4: Mobile Phone Use Questions 
1. When did you use the mobile phone for the first time? 
2. What did you feel when you used the mobile phone for the first time? What is your 
feeling now? 
3. Where do you put your mobile phone, e.g. in the pocket, in the handbag, under the 
pillow?  
4. What do you do with the mobile phone? For example, I use my mobile phone to contact 
other people, play games, listen to the music or radio, surf websites. 
5. What do you do most frequently with the mobile phone? 
6. What do you most enjoy doing with the mobile phone? 
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7. Could you recall six persons you have contacted most frequently within a week? What are 
the relationships between you and these people? Are these people the same people you 
contact with the computer? 
8. What do you talk to each other with mobile phone? Are the topics similar to what you talk 
with your friends on the Internet? 
9. In which ways do you contact these people? Do you call them or SMS them? 
10. When will you make a call and when will you use SMS? Which one do you use more 
frequently? 
11. Are any of them also with disabilities? 
12. Will you use the mobile phone to contact other disable people? 
13. What changes has the mobile phone brought to your life? 
14. What is your expectation of the mobile phone? 
 
Part 5: General ICT Use Questions (for ICTs other than computers and mobile phones) 
1. When did you use (name of a certain ICT) for the first time? 
2. What did you feel when you used (name of a certain ICT) for the first time? What is your 
feeling now? 
3. When do you use (name of a certain ICT) in your everyday schedule? 
4. What do you do with (name of a certain ICT)? 
5. What do you do most frequently with (name of a certain ICT)? 
6. What do you most enjoy doing with (name of a certain ICT)? 
7. What changes has (name of a certain ICT) brought to your life? 
